
Negotiations between Sudan and South Sudan:  
a two-track process could facilitate agreements on 

outstanding issues

Øystein H. Rolandsen, Ingrid Marie Breidlid and Maria Gabrielsen Jumbert

N O R E F  A r t i c l e

August 2012

 Executive summary

After more than a year of deadlocked 
negotiations, on August 3rd 2012 
Sudan and South Sudan reached an 
agreement on the fees for transporting 
South Sudan’s oil through Sudan. This 
development, reported as a major 
advance in the efforts to normalise 
relations between the two neighbouring 
states, has been highly welcomed by the 
international community. However, the 
agreement is contingent on the parties 
arriving at solutions to other difficult 

questions. Meanwhile, both countries 
are being hit by economic crises 
following the shutdown of oil production 
by South Sudan earlier this year, and 
time is running out for a comprehensive 
agreement on all outstanding issues. 
Reorganising the negotiations along 
two parallel tracks might be the best 
way to ensure a rapid solution to the 
economic difficulties and, concurrently, 
to find sustainable resolutions to the 
other more complicated issues.
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In 2012 the African Union (AU) and later the 
United Nations (UN) Security Council gave Sudan 
and South Sudan a three-month deadline to 
reach a comprehensive agreement on the issues 
adversely affecting their relations. The deadline 
expired on August 2nd without any agreement 
on the table, but Thabo Mbeki, the AU’s chief 
negotiator, has set a new deadline of September 
22nd for the parties to reach agreement on all 
outstanding issues. 

Border demarcation between the two countries 
is probably the most difficult issue to resolve, 
but other issues also remain highly contested 
between the parties: the disputed border region 
of Abyei, security arrangements, and the legal 
status of several hundred thousand people who 
have become foreigners in their own homes after 
South Sudan’s independence. 

Negotiations on the oil transit fees have 
nevertheless been considered the most urgent 
and have featured at the top of the agenda for 
the mediators and parties since South Sudanese 
independence on July 9th 2011. South Sudan 
can only export oil to the international market via 
oil pipelines in Sudan. In January, after Khartoum 
confiscated South Sudan’s crude oil, the South 
Sudanese government in Juba decided to shut 
down all oil production. 

The oil shutdown has already had severe 
consequences. The leaders in Juba and 
Khartoum are both dependent on oil revenues 
to retain political and economic stability and 
remain in power. Inflation is skyrocketing in both 
countries, and access to essential commodities 
such as gasoline, sugar and grain is decreasing 
day by day. This is causing general unrest and 
popular protests, as seen recently in Khartoum 
and other larger cities in Sudan. In the absence of 
considerable gifts or loans from abroad to make up 
for the lack of state revenues, it is only a question 
of time before one or both states collapse. 

The latest breakthrough in the oil negotiations 
supports the presumption of urgency. In the 
course of a few days the parties managed to 
agree on the oil transit fees, despite their earlier 
highly disparate points of view. In line with this 
agreement, Juba will pay $11 for the oil produced 
by Unity State and $9.10 for that of Upper Nile. 
South Sudan will also give $3.028 billion as 

transitional financial assistance to Sudan. The 
deal will last three-and-a-half years. Mbeki and the 
leader of the South Sudanese delegation, Pagan 
Amum, both testified to massive pressure from – 
among others – the U.S., the UK and Norway to 
reach an agreement. It remains unclear, however, 
when oil production can be resumed, primarily 
because Khartoum has demanded that an oil 
agreement must be linked to the resolution of the 
security problems in the border areas.

The idea of a comprehensive package deal 
as the preferred way to resolving the many 
disagreements between the two countries is a 
legacy from the negotiations in 2011 preceding 
South Sudan’s independence. However, the 
challenges the two countries are facing currently 
as independent states are far more difficult to 
resolve within a single negotiating framework. 
The issues are fundamentally different and also 
necessitate the involvement of other actors, such 
as the rebels north of the Sudan-South Sudan 
border. 

Despite mutually binding agreements on the 
security issue, both sides are probably continuing 
to support armed groups operating in their 
neighbour’s territory. The strong rebel groups 
north of the border, particularly the Sudan 
People’s Liberation Army (SPLM)-North in the 
Nuba Mountains and Blue Nile, are, however, 
the main bone of contention between the parties. 
South Sudan undoubtedly has strong political ties 
to the rebels, but Khartoum’s demand that Juba 
disarm and demobilise them is unrealistic. Juba 
nevertheless has a key role in a future peace 
process between Khartoum and the Sudanese 
rebels, and has offered to facilitate negotiations 
between the SPLM-North and Khartoum.

The division of the country and its ensuing 
economic implications has also resulted in 
discontent and wrangling within the ruling party 
in Khartoum. Similarly, while South Sudan’s 
compromise with Sudan on the oil fees has been 
the subject of criticism domestically, recent media 
reports indicate internal discord within the ruling 
party, the SPLM. These developments make it 
difficult for Presidents al-Bashir and Salva Kiir 
to make extensive “concessions” in the ongoing 
negotiations.
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Perhaps most importantly, time is of the essence. 
Because the pressure on both parties to sign an 
agreement on the oil issue is increasing, a single 
package that includes all the unresolved issues 
appears to be unrealistic. At the same time, it is 
important that the parties are not pressured into 
signing a rushed and unsustainable agreement. 
In the event that they reach a comprehensive 
agreement in September, it will probably contain 
several interim solutions such as a framework for 
further mediation and demilitarised zones.

A two-track process, on the other hand, is less 
risky and could provide a quicker solution to the 
economic challenges, while ensuring a framework 
to resolve other complicated issues. The first 
track, which is most urgent, could include the oil 
economy, the legal status of South Sudanese in 
Sudan and the Abyei issue. These challenges 

have already been addressed by separate 
agreements. The signing of an agreement that 
combines these issues is primarily a matter of 
political will and a compromise could be reached 
within a reasonable time. 

The second track, which will require more time 
and more parties around the negotiating table, 
should include border demarcation and security 
arrangements in the border areas (including 
dealing with the conflict in Blue Nile and the Nuba 
Mountains), as well as the management of other 
natural resources. The parties’ mutual need for 
internal security and stability will be important 
incentives for negotiations along this track. Once 
the acute economic problems are out of the way, 
the parties will have more time and opportunity to 
focus on finding a sustainable and lasting solution 
to these difficult questions.
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