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Crisis and Opportunity: Protracted Displacement in Sudan 
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Protracted displacement is a grim reality for millions of Sudanese civilians caught on the front 
lines of the interconnected civil wars that have wracked Sudan since its independence in 1956. 
Through the first civil war (1956–1972), second civil war (1986–2005), and the ongoing 
conflict in Darfur (2003–present), combatants on all sides have deliberately targeted Sudanese 
civilians to achieve military objectives, such as the government’s strategy to clear populations 
in strategic oil-producing areas in the South, or on religious or ethnic grounds, as was the case 
most recently in Darfur.   
 

Escaping the violence or under constant threat of attack, Sudanese civilians have fled their 

homes in staggering numbers. According to the Internal Displacement Monitoring Center 

(ICMC), there are 4.5–5.2 internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Sudan. An estimated 

370,000 are refugees, mostly in neighboring countries.1 Another 80,000 refugees, mostly 

fleeing conflict and famine in Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Somalia, have settled in Sudan. All told, 

at least 10% of Sudan’s 45 million people are displaced persons or refugees.  

 

Given the extended duration of Sudan’s civil wars and the general insecurity that persists even 

in areas of the country not consumed by armed conflict, many of the displaced have remained 

so for long periods of time. At the extreme end, Southern Sudanese who fled the fighting in 

the early stages of the second civil war have been displaced for more than two decades. 

Similarly, Darfuri civilians driven from their homes by government forces and their allied 

militias in 2003 are entering their eighth year of displacement, with no end in sight. 

 

Even in a more developed country, responding to the needs of such a large population of 

protracted displaced persons would pose an enormous challenge for state and international 

                                                           
1 For updated facts and figures about IDPs and refugees in Sudan, go to http://www.internal-
displacement.org/8025708F004CE90B/%28httpCountries%29/F3D3CAA7CBEBE276802570A7004B87E4?ope
ndocument and http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e483b76.html.  
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actors, including donors, UN agencies, international organizations, and non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs). In Sudan, one of the world’s poorest and least developed countries, the 

challenge is far greater. The oil wealth that has driven several years of economic growth in 

and around Sudan’s capital Khartoum has not, for the most part, improved the quality of life 

in the country’s peripheral and rural areas or even for poor populations in the city. The crisis 

of protracted displacement must be seen within the context of this growing divide between the 

haves and have-nots. 

 

Sudan’s imminent break-up further complicates displaced persons’ predicament. Under the 

terms of the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) that ended the second civil war, 

Southerners voted in a self-determination referendum in January 2011. The overwhelming 

vote for secession ― nearly 99% of voters opted for independence ― will, on July 9, 2011, 

create two separate states: the northern state of Sudan with the capital remaining in Khartoum 

and the new Republic of South Sudan. Though southerners displaced from the South to the 

North have returned in large numbers in anticipation of independence, the plight of IDPs and 

refugees will continue as a shared legacy of decades of conflict. 

 

The experts commissioned for this joint Middle East Institute/Fondation pour la Recherche 

Stratégique study of protracted displacement in Sudan have examined the issue from multiple 

angles. Susan McGrath and Samer Abdelnour discuss the role of protracted displaced 

communities as stakeholders in both research into their plight and the programmatic response. 

Amani El Jack examines the impact of extended displacement on gender roles. Agnès de 

Geoffroy and Sara Pavanello analyze the unique needs of displaced in Khartoum and other 

urban areas. Alex Mundt and Omer Ismail offer perspectives on the challenges to resolving 

the displacement crisis in Darfur and eastern Chad, where some 250,000 refugees have lived 

since 2003 and 2004. Finally, Dominik Bartsch and Mohamed Dualeh provide an important 

overview of the situation for refugees from the Horn of Africa in Eastern Sudan, one of the 

country’s most impoverished and underserved regions.  

 

Collectively, this research demonstrates the complexities of Sudan’s crisis and makes a strong 

case for innovative thinking from policymakers in Sudan, donor governments, and the local 

and international organizations responding directly to the needs of displaced communities. 

This paper summarizes key findings from the research and offers recommendations for a 
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comprehensive approach in which key donors, including the European Union and United 

States, coordinate closely with the Governments of Sudan and South Sudan to tackle one of 

the world’s most persistent protracted displacement crises. 

 

Participatory Approaches to Protracted Displacement 

 

Protracted displacement in Sudan takes many forms. Some IDPs spend years in traditional 

camps, where international organizations provide basic services while displaced populations 

wait for conditions that will allow them to return to their homes. In Darfur, where the 

international community has maintained a massive humanitarian presence since in mid-2004, 

the largest camps house upwards of 100,000 people. Elsewhere, households that have been 

displaced for years or even decades are frequently, by nature of the length of the time they 

have spent away from their places of origin, more integrated into local communities. 

Understanding the specific needs of these IDPs and refugees and designing programs to 

support their survival and either full integration into new communities or reintegration back to 

their communities of origin demand a more participatory approach from responders. 

 

Displaced persons ― protracted or otherwise ― are not passive agents. Even in IDP and 

refugee camps where their basic needs are more or less met, individuals and groups continue 

to seek ways to earn a living. When refugees and IDPs find safe-haven outside of traditional 

camp settings, the need for livelihoods is acute. The conditions unique to these host 

communities, argue Susan McGrath and Samer Abdelnour, necessitates that responders take 

an even more participatory approach than they otherwise would in developing livelihood 

strategies for displaced populations. Because protracted displaced persons have in many cases 

assimilated to some degree with host communities, assistance must take into account the local 

context or risk failing for lack of community buy in. Genuine partnerships between the aid 

provider ― whether the host government or an international actor ― and its recipients 

demand personal relationships and trust, which is so often in short supply among populations 

that have experienced the trauma of war. 

 

Abdelnour’s examination of the process of Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration 

(DDR) illustrates how this critical task could benefit from a more community-centered 

approach. Like many of Africa’s civil wars, the conflicts in Sudan are fought by a mix of 
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regular forces and militias, often allied with one party of the conflict. Moreover, Sudan is a 

highly militarized society: the country is awash in small arms and individuals carry weapons 

for personal protection and to protect valuable assets, in particular livestock. In this context, 

Abdelnour notes, the distinction between combatants and civilians is a challenge. In his view, 

Sudan can be viewed as a patchwork of loosely organized militarized communities. 

 

Traditional DDR programs seek to secure combatants’ arms, remove them from the ranks, and 

reintegrate former fighters back into their communities by providing alternative livelihood 

opportunities. Abdelnour notes that the militarization of displaced communities in Sudan 

poses a further challenge in that the difficult distinction between armed civilians and ex-

combatants has a direct impact on programs designed to increase livelihood opportunities for 

IDPs. How can programs be uniquely tailored to address the needs of militarized communities 

as opposed to re-integration of ex-combatants? 

 

Typical DDR efforts have a “disarmament bias,” whereby success is measured through arms 

collection. Arms collection is also the rationale behind civilian disarmament campaigns, 

which the Government of South Sudan (GoSS) has recently attempted in militarized 

communities, often leading to violence and abuses by security forces.2 However, the greatest 

obstacle to successful de-militarization of communities ― whether ex-combatant or civilians, 

including IDPs ― is in creating and/or improving livelihood opportunities for the target 

population. Drawing on field research in Blue Nile State, Abdelnour argues that livelihood 

generation activities decoupled from a longer-term, community-based development agenda 

are unsustainable. Abdelnour usefully concludes: “Community-based approaches to 

enterprise, conceived widely and over the long-term, may provide inclusive mechanisms for 

reintegration embedded in national development priorities, local social structures, and the 

postwar aspirations of the war-affected peoples of Sudan.” 

 

The Twin Dilemma of Protracted Displacement and Urbanization 

 

An emphasis on community-based approaches is critical to addressing one of Sudan’s most 

vexing problems: the plight of protracted displaced communities in urban areas. Much of the 

                                                           
2 Adam O’Brien, “Shots in the Dark: The 2008 South Sudan Civilian Disarmament Campaign,” Working Paper 
No. 16 (January 2009). 
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violence in Sudan’s civil wars occurs in and around rural communities. Their villages and 

livelihoods under assault, large numbers of IDPs have fled to cities and larger towns seeking 

for relative safety in numbers. Natural disasters, environmental crises, and the collapse of 

livelihood systems have also driven Sudanese to urban areas. As a result, Sudan’s urban 

population has exploded in recent years, with protracted displaced persons making up a sub-

section of the already neglected urban poor. Neither the Governments of Sudan and South 

Sudan nor the international humanitarian community have developed successful strategies for 

addressing the unique challenges of assisting urban IDPs. 

 

Sara Pavanello’s study of the international community’s response to urban displacement in 

Sudan paints a grim picture. The core of the problem is the assumption by many international 

actors that urban dwellers “have more access to livelihood opportunities, basic services, and 

connections and are less in need of assistance and protection than those living in rural areas.” 

In Sudan, however, IDPs arriving to cities and large towns (Pavanello’s research covers 

Khartoum, Nyala, Port Sudan, and Juba) are by no means at an advantage. 

 

The limited data available shows that humanitarian indicators for protracted displaced 

populations in urban centers are frequently lower than for those in camp settings. IDPs in 

camp settings typically have access to basic services provided by the international 

humanitarian community. Urban IDPs, on the other hand, live in semi-permanent settlements 

outside traditional urban planning networks and thus have limited access to the services ― 

already limited ― provided by the state. Those more fortunate IDPs seek refuge with 

extended family or other members of their community already settled permanently in large 

towns and cities. However, the vast majority of urban IDPs live in overcrowded illegal 

settlements and squatter areas on the margins, literally and figuratively, of Sudanese society. 

 

Pavanello is quick to point out that the twin crises of displacement and urbanization is not 

unique to Sudan; nor is the lack of attention to the issue by humanitarian and development 

actors. Unlike a camp population ― geographically concentrated, largely separated from 

nearby communities, and in many cases registered with international relief organizations ― 

the needs of urban IDPs are difficult to assess. In Sudan, this difficulty is often compounded 

by the Government’s discriminatory attitude toward and suspicion of these communities. 

Southern and Darfur IDPs in Khartoum, for example, were likely victims of violence 
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perpetrated by government forces or proxy militias. Empowering these communities ― either 

by offering them access to services or encouraging international organizations to develop 

support strategies ― could create a political threat to the government.  

 

In those instances when the international community has sought to address the needs of urban 

IDPs, the focus has been on necessary emergency service provision but fails to support the 

type of interventions ― political and programmatic ― to increase and broaden the provision 

of basic services to the poor urban and peri-urban communities in which most IDPs reside. By 

placing displacement to urban areas within the broader context of the plight of urban poor in 

Sudan, Pavanello demonstrates the clear link between the Government of Sudan’s failure to 

invest in infrastructure and services for its growing urban population, the international 

community’s failure to look beyond limited emergency assistance for city dwellers, and the 

paradox inherent in protracted urban displacement. The longer IDPs remain in cities and 

larger towns, the less likely they are to return to their rural communities and lifestyles and 

instead become permanent urban residents. Yet until IDPs feel as though they are truly 

members of urban communities ― in particular through receiving the services from the State 

that better-off residents enjoy ― they will continue to feel “displaced” and identify 

themselves as such. 

 

Agnès De Geoffroy delves deeper into the situation facing IDPs in Khartoum. Her findings, 

based on three years as a researcher in Sudan’s capital, reinforce Pavanello’s conclusions and 

bring into even sharper focus the linkages between urban poverty and protracted 

displacement. First and foremost, De Geoffroy’s attempt to qualify and quantify IDPs in 

Khartoum ― who and how many are they? ― illustrates the knowledge deficit that lies at the 

heart of the problem. On the numbers, De Geoffroy notes that estimates of upwards of 2 

million IDPs in Khartoum at the end of the civil war in 2005 are just that: estimates. NGOs 

seeking to determine the exact number today are thus forced to count backwards, revising the 

figure downwards based on the known numbers of IDPs returning to South Sudan ― 

encouraged by the Southern government ― in advance of its independence (the Internal 

Displacement Monitoring Center puts the figure at 1.7 million).  

 

Refining the numbers is further complicated by basic definitional questions of who is in fact 

an IDP. A government study in 2009 declared 1.5 million Khartoum residents “ex-IDPs” 
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based on their land use practices, leaving nearly 625,000 “official” IDPs in the city. However, 

as De Geoffroy points out, the government’s own official definition of IDP states that the only 

criteria for internally displaced persons is forced relocation due to natural or man-made 

disaster, with no mention of land use. The discrepancy between the government’s own figures 

and those of the international community point to the pressing need for enhanced dialogue 

and coordination to resolve even the most basic questions. 

 

The Sudanese government’s strategy to cope with the influx of IDPs has been to regulate as 

much as possible the settlement locations, movement, and lifestyles of these populations. This 

approach is entirely consistent with its repressive approach to governance, which has kept the 

ruling party in power for more than 20 years. Yet aside from political opposition, the 

government sees additional dangers in allowing IDPs to more fully integrate into the city. 

“The IDP population in Khartoum,” De Geoffroy writes, “has long been perceived by the 

government as outsiders who pose security and public health risks; constitute a burden on 

public expenses, urban planning, and social services; and, by upsetting the ethnic, religious, 

and demographic balance in the capital, place the social order in jeopardy.” In response, the 

government has embarked on multiple schemes to destroy informal settlements and isolate 

IDPs in official camps without access to basic services and where it can control access by 

humanitarians and other international actors. 

 

With the South’s independence looming, the fate of Southern IDPs in Khartoum has taken on 

greater significance. The parties to the CPA ― the Government in Khartoum and the South’s 

ruling Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) ― have yet to agree on post-

independence citizenship issues. And so the question of whether Southern IDPs in Khartoum 

become refugees, citizens of the North, duel citizens, or take on another, more nebulous status 

― remains up in the air.  

 

De Geoffroy’s research suggests that many Southern IDPs in Khartoum are ambivalent about 

returning home. Some are wary of how they will be received by their neighbors. Others, 

particularly youth, are accustomed to the urban lifestyle and in some cases reluctant to leave 

secondary school, which they would likely have even less access to in the South. Indeed, 

international humanitarians working to support returnees have found many IDPs disappointed 
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with conditions there; in some cases, returnees have opted to go back to Khartoum rather than 

(re)build their lives in chronically underdeveloped and predominantly rural South Sudan.  

 

From Gender Perspective to Women’s Empowerment 

 

It has long been accepted that within communities that women and girls experience 

displacement differently from men and boys. The humanitarian community has recognized 

the unique challenges that women and girls face in protracted displacement situations, and 

gender-specific programming is more and more the rule, not the exception, in the international 

and domestic response. However, mainstreaming gender sensitivities into humanitarian 

programming is only the first step toward addressing the specific needs of women and girls. 

As Amani El Jack’s research within Nuer and Dinka refugee populations in Uganda and 

Kenya shows, women and girls bring with them a set of culturally specific experiences that 

informs their experience as IDPs or refugees. These experiences, in particular the roles, 

responsibilities, and position in society of women and girls in their specific communities 

before they have fled their homes due to the horrors of war, must be taken into account in 

responding to protracted displacement crises. 

 

The protracted displacement of Nuer and Dinka women has put them at distinct disadvantages 

within the camps not only because men traditionally have more access to power and resources 

in South Sudan, but also because the displacement has dislocated women from their 

livelihoods, traditional support systems, and customary rights over land. In South Sudan, Nuer 

and Dinka women rear and breed cattle, cultivate crops, and brew and sell liquor. In the 

refugee camps in Uganda and Kenya women and girls must learn new roles and find new 

ways to earn a living. “The gendered dynamics of displacement,” writes El Jack, “entail that 

once men lose either their land or their jobs, women are expected to take up the burden, 

finding ways to provide for themselves and for their families.” 

 

In the refugee camps in Uganda and Kenya, located in neglected and frequently insecure areas 

of these countries, the responsibility to provide for themselves and their families often puts 

women and girls at risk of violence. Women in the camps in Kenya recounted being raped by 

local men as they collected firewood, a plight also afflicting women and girls in the IDP 

camps in Darfur. Further, El Jack argues that the frustration and despair of men in the camps, 



MEI-FRS (c) – May 2011 

 

9 

 

having been humiliated and unable to provide for their families, regularly manifests itself in 

brutality against their wives and daughters. 

 

The international community’s response to protracted displacement is understandably to 

provide for the basic needs of the displaced and, when conditions allow, facilitate safe and 

voluntary return to their communities of origin. However, El Jack argues that social and 

cultural institutions ― including refugee and IDP camps and international relief organizations 

― can reinforce and perpetuate gender discrimination by failing to address its underlying 

causes in those communities. El Jack notes that Nuer and Dinka women who received even 

modest education and vocational training in the refugee camps had increased gender 

awareness and enabled them to contribute to their households and communities in non-

traditional ways. “These women,” writes El Jack, “are now using their newly acquired skills 

to challenge patriarchal values and structures within their households, refugee camps, 

communities, and beyond.”  

 

Darfur and Eastern Chad: A Problem from Hell 

 

Eight years after initial reports surfaced of a military campaign against civilians in Darfur, the 

crisis there shows no signs of abating. The violence that swept across the region from 2003 to 

2005 drove nearly three million people from their homes. The abysmal security situation 

currently ― a combination of ongoing conflict between rebel groups and government forces 

and generalized lawlessness and organized criminality ― prevents most of the 1.9 to 2.7 

million IDPs in Darfur and 275,000 refugees in eastern Chad from even considering a return 

to their areas of origin. Omer Ismail’s overview of the current situation on both sides of the 

border notes that while policymakers are rightly seized with addressing immediate security 

challenges and, ultimately, finding a durable resolution to the conflict, fresh thinking is 

needed to contend with the corrosive impact of protracted displacement and new demographic 

realities on the ground. 

 

In standing up the world’s largest humanitarian operation in a matter of months in 2004, the 

international humanitarian community has saved tens and perhaps hundreds of thousands of 

lives. Yet serious obstacles remain to providing for the basic needs of displaced Darfuris, not 

least of which are the policies of the Government of Sudan toward IDP camps. The 
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government has razed IDP camps and informal settlements, conducted cordon-and-search 

operations and detained IDPs without formal charges, expelled international humanitarian 

organizations and shut down national ones, and restricted access of humanitarian actors and 

UN Peacekeepers to populations in need. 

 

While the imperative to assist these populations has compelled the international community to 

find ways to maintain appropriate levels of assistance, Ismail argues that even with an end to 

conflict and improved security, the collapse in rural livelihood systems, continued tensions 

over limited natural resources in Darfur and eastern Chad, and demographic shifts resulting 

from displacement and urbanization could perpetuate chronic humanitarian crisis in the 

region. In effect, protracted displacement will contribute to and spawn new emergencies that 

the international community should already be working to mitigate. 

 

The collapse of the traditional land and migration management mechanisms in Darfur will 

almost certainly lead to new and unpredictable crises, and Alex Mundt’s account of the shifts 

in land tenure in Darfur and implications for humanitarian responders is the type of timely and 

concrete analysis for which Ismail appeals. Mundt demonstrates how decades of explosive 

population growth (Darfur’s population grew from just over 1 million in 1956 to 6.5 million 

in 2003) and cyclical drought led to increased competition for land ― including violent 

confrontations ― between farming and pastoralist communities. However, the eruption of 

full-scale war in Darfur and the displacement of nearly 3 million traditional farmers from 

rural areas to camps and settlements in or near urban areas have contributed to illicit shifts in 

land tenure that, left unaddressed, could lead to further conflict.  

 

Consistent with Pavanello and De Geoffroy’s research into urban protracted displacement, 

Mundt notes that many IDPs have become habituated to life in the more urban areas of Darfur 

and are increasingly less likely to return to their areas of origin and reclaim their land. 

Moreover, and reflective of El Jack’s work on gender issues, this demographic shift has 

upended traditional social arrangements and created new power and incentive structures that 

further diminish the prospect that the way of life in Darfur will ever again resemble life before 

the war. “Traditional leaders have been swept aside,” Mundt writes, “in favor of new camp 

sheikhs, who exercise enormous authority over aid resources and, to varying extents, over 

land, commerce, and security.” 
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In the rural areas of Darfur cleared of inhabitants, nomadic groups have sought access to land 

in exchange for their support for the government’s counter-insurgency campaign. The 

Janjaweed militias responsible for some of the worst atrocities of the conflict were drawn 

largely from these nomadic populations, and the Sudanese government urged nomadic groups 

to occupy the land abandoned by IDPs. The African Union, UN High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR), other international organizations, and numerous NGOs have 

documented illegal land occupation ― including cross-border land grabs by Chadian nomads 

― and have encouraged the Sudanese government to clarify land ownership in Darfur and 

ensure that IDPs who choose to return home will be able to reclaim their farms.3  

 

The ill-fated Darfur Peace Agreement (DPA) in 2006 included language that would protect 

traditional tribal land ownership rights (known as Hawakeer) and land-usage rights granted to 

nomadic groups migrating with their herds. However, the DPA’s swift collapse has meant that 

the status of land tenure in Darfur remains an outstanding and explosive issue that, left 

unresolved or resolved badly, could trigger further conflict. Ominously, Mundt notes that the 

Sudanese government has granted citizenship to Chadians who have occupied land in West 

Darfur and that data on IDPs that have returned to their homes suggest that “ethnicities that 

were viewed as supportive of the counterinsurgency or remained neutral during the conflict 

appear somewhat more likely and better able to permanently return.” Without a reversal of 

these policies and a satisfactory solution to the land tenure issues, new conflicts will emerge 

and donors, instead of addressing pressing questions of how to move from relief to recovery 

programs, will continue to fund the world’s largest humanitarian operation. 

 

The Protracted Refugee Situation in Eastern Sudan 

 

Although Eastern Sudan is one the most neglected of Sudan’s peripheral regions, civilians 

fleeing violence and famine in Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Somalia have sought refuge there since 

the late mid 1970s. Dominik Bartsch and Mohamed Dualeh’s contribution to this study 

                                                           
3 See for example Jerome Tubiana, “Le Darfour, un conflit pour la terre,” Politique africaine, 101 (2005), pp. 
111–131; UNHCR Report, Occupation and Burning of Abandoned Villages in West Darfur (July 2005); and 
Alex De Waal, “Why Humanitarian Organizations Need to Tackle Land Issues,” in Sara Pantuliano, ed., 
Uncharted Territory: Land, Conflict and Humanitarian Action (Rugby, UK: Practical Action Publishing in 
association with ODI, 2009). 
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provides a valuable overview of this relatively neglected protracted displacement situation. 

Their paper also highlights the pressing need for engagement with the Sudanese government 

to develop a strategy to end this protracted displacement situation through a permanent 

resettlement program consistent with international refugee law. 

 

Conflict and famine across the Horn of Africa has uprooted millions of civilians; Ethiopia, 

Eritrea, Somalia, and Kenya are all dealing with protracted displacement crises. At the height 

of the Ethiopian civil war and resultant famine in the mid-1980s, Eastern Sudan hosted more 

than a million Ethiopian refugees, who then represented nearly a third of the region’s 

population. Though the region is still highly unstable, and the Ethiopia-Eritrea border one of 

the world’s most militarized, hundreds of thousands of refugees have voluntarily repatriated. 

UNHCR currently counts around 80,000 refugees, mostly from Eritrea. 

 

In the mid-2000s, UNHCR closed and consolidated many of the camps it had supported for 

the previous two decades, and by 2010 most of the remaining refugees were living in 12 

official camps, with others living in urban areas. Although UNCHR continues to provide 

assistance the refugees, a 2009/10 survey illustrates the challenges facing this protracted 

displaced population. Nearly two-thirds of the refugees lack employment, humanitarian 

assistance standards have eroded over time, and a steady trickle of new arrivals has put 

increased strain on already scarce services and economic opportunities. “A continuation of the 

external assistance provided of the past decades is becoming increasingly unsustainable,” 

Bartsch and Dualeh conclude, “particularly as it also amounts to a hindrance to economic 

empowerments and self-reliance.”  

 

While Sudan has a refugee policy enshrined in an Asylum Act passed in 1974, 

implementation of its provisions ― including freedom of movement, the right to work, and 

access to education ― have been hampered by bureaucratic obstacles and the endemic 

poverty and marginalization in Eastern Sudan limit livelihood opportunities and, by extension, 

refugees’ ability to pay school fees or access land. Indeed, as Bartsch and Dualeh point out, 

the hardships facing protracted refugees mirror those facing the people of Eastern Sudan.  

 

To its credit, the Sudanese government has worked with UNHCR to develop a strategy to 

better address these needs. At the center of the strategy is support for livelihood opportunities 
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to build refugees’ self-reliance and, ultimately, enable them to resettle permanently in Eastern 

Sudan. However, increasing the self-reliance of refugees can only succeed in the context of 

sustained development in the region more broadly. Consistent across this study of protracted 

displaced communities in the urban areas where IDPs and refugees have settled in Sudan and 

the marginalized areas of Darfur, Chad, Uganda, and Kenya where Sudanese refugees have 

fled, is the researchers’ conclusion that addressing the needs of protracted displaced 

communities must occur in tandem with redoubled national and international efforts to tackle 

the root causes of poverty and economic stagnation in these areas. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

Sudan’s imminent break-up into the Republics of Sudan and South Sudan creates new 

opportunities for policymakers working to address this multidimensional protracted 

displacement crisis. While the drivers of protracted displacement ― war and insecurity in 

Darfur, militia activity in South Sudan, tensions along the North-South border, and general 

insecurity across the greater Horn of Africa ― will likely continue for the foreseeable future, 

the international community should seize on this new phase in Sudan’s history to re-examine 

old assumptions and engage with both governments to develop new solutions to long-standing 

dilemmas. 

 

Several common themes emerged across the research contributed for this study. These include 

the link between protracted displacement and urban poverty; the replacement of established 

traditions and systems with new power and incentive structures in displaced communities; and 

the need for community-based approaches to research and programming that benefit displaced 

populations and host communities. The contributors note the challenges of working with the 

Governments of Sudan and South Sudan and acknowledge the value of international 

assistance in providing for the needs of protracted displaced persons, but urge the 

international community to work with government at national and local levels to develop 

sustainable solutions. 
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The principal recommendations of this study group are the following: 

 

To address immediate and future humanitarian needs among urban displaced populations, 

relief agencies and the Government of Sudan should build and maintain an emergency 

capacity to respond to acute humanitarian crises in urban areas. As it has demonstrated in 

Darfur, the humanitarian community is well-equipped to respond to the needs of camp 

residents. Yet a significant number of protracted displaced are in urban areas, where 

humanitarian conditions are in many cases worse than in camps. Relief agencies and the 

government must ensure that the needs of displaced persons are met regardless of where they 

reside. 

 

Donors and international humanitarian agencies should, in concert with the Government 

of Sudan, develop a strategy to alleviate urban poverty and increase self-reliance 

livelihoods opportunities for protracted urban displaced. Across Sudan, protracted displaced 

communities in urban areas lack access to basic services due to neglect or discrimination by 

government officials responsible for providing them and to limited international humanitarian 

and development activities. Though the Sudanese government has shown reluctance to invest 

in poverty reduction, protracted urban displacement can only be addressed in the long-term by 

allowing displaced persons to their areas of origin and rebuild their lives or to earn a living, 

integrate into new communities, and resettle permanently. Specialized UN agencies, in 

particular UN-HABITAT, UNDP, and UNHCR, should ensure that their expertise and 

capacity is available to federal and local officials in North and South Sudan, where returnees 

from Khartoum are settling in urban areas. 

  

In Darfur, donors must press the Sudanese government to modernize land-tenure 

arrangements and ensure that any political settlement to the crisis includes provisions that 

will reverse illegal land occupation and allow protracted displaced persons to re-claim their 

property. The forced displacement of millions of farmers and subsequent illegal land seizures 

is a significant obstacle to ending protracted displacement in Darfur. Until the government 

articulates and implements a clear and just policy on land use, competing land claims will 

drive further conflict and humanitarian crises. 
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To address protracted refugee crises in Eastern Sudan, donor governments and UNHCR 

should scale up their assistance in the near term and work with the Government of Sudan 

to improve livelihood opportunities and allow for naturalization and/or resettlement for 

those refugees who opt to stay in Sudan. Refugees from the Horn of Africa have been 

Eastern Sudan for decades but most remain wholly dependent on international assistance. An 

improved partnership between international and domestic actors is a prerequisite to a durable 

long-term solution for these refugees. 

 

Donors should mainstream community-based approaches to livelihood interventions in 

protracted displaced communities. Top-down livelihoods programs have largely failed to 

achieve their objectives. To the greatest extent possible, livelihood interventions must take 

into account local conditions ― including political and gender considerations ― to ensure 

that (re)integration of protracted displaced communities does not contribute to further 

conflict. 

 

Donors and international relief agencies should further mainstream gender awareness into 

the structures that regulate protracted refugee situations. While significant progress has 

been made toward greater gender sensitivity in international assistance programs, greater 

attention must be paid to the effect of protracted displacement on gender roles and 

responsibilities and the unique challenges of displaced women and girls. That, more than eight 

years since the Darfur crisis began, the international community has yet to develop a workable 

strategy to significantly reduce the threat of attack that displaced women and girls face when 

collecting firewood is evidence of how much more needs to be done. 

 

Improve access to and conduct further research on protracted displaced communities, 

particularly in urban and peri-urban areas. Research projects frequently conclude that 

further research is needed, but the dearth of reliable data and updated analysis of protracted 

displacement in Sudan is a hindrance to developing more effective responses. Donors should 

continue to investigate the questions posed to this study group and, critically, ensure that 

research findings inform policy and project design going forward. 

 


