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COUNTIES BY SEVERITY LEVEL

 January to December 2020

SOUTH SUDAN
Humanitarian Access Severity Overview 
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High access constraints: Significant access 
constraints present. Access is extremely difficult or 
impossible. Armed groups, checkpoints, bureaucratic 
or other access impediments are present and actively 
restrict humanitarian activities. Operations in these 
areas are often severely restricted or impossible. Even 
with adequate resources, partners would be unable to 
reach more than a minority of targeted people in need. 

Low access constraints: No or very few access 
constraints present. Armed groups, checkpoints, 
bureaucratic or other access impediments may be 
present, but these rarely or only occasionally result 
in restrictions on humanitarian activities. Partners 
are largely able to operate. With adequate resources, 
partners would be able to reach all or nearly all 
targeted people in need.

Medium access constraints: Moderate access 
constraints present. Armed groups, checkpoints, 
bureaucratic or other access impediments are 
present and regularly result in restrictions on 
humanitarian activities. Operations continue in 
these areas with regular restrictions. With 
adequate resources, partners would be able to 
reach roughly half of targeted people in need.

534 39 counties experienced medium access 
constraints

counties experienced high access 
constraints

counties experienced low access 
constraints

Number of organizations 
who participated in the 
focus group discussions 
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Despite some improvements in humanitarian access since the establishment of the transitional government in February 
2020, access continued to be constrained in 2020 by sub-national violence, bureaucratic impediments, operational 
interference, and violence against humanitarian personnel and assets. COVID-19 restrictions introduced in April to curb 
the spread of the virus after it was confirmed in South Sudan, added to the overall access constraints. During the rainy 
season which began in April 2020 and lasted until the end of the year, the most prominent constraint was the difficult 
physical environment. Up to 60 per cent of the roads in the country were cut off, hindering humanitarian organizations 
from accessing people in need of assistance and people from receiving aid.

Structured focus group discussions were conducted in person and virtually with humanitarian organizations in mid-2020, 
covering the first half of the year and forecasting for the second, to determine levels of perceived humanitarian access 
across the 78 counties of South Sudan. Discussions were held with United Nations agencies, and international and 
national non-governmental organizations (INGOs and NNGOs) to take into consideration differing levels of actual or 
perceived access to people in need. The findings were averaged and applied to a three-point severity scale, ranging from 
‘accessible’ to ‘high access constraints’, to indicate the overall severity of the access constraints of each county. 

The below map captures the severity of access constraints by county, as perceived by humanitarian organizations. 
The results will enable the development of local access strategies to address the most common or challenging 
impediments in 2021, inform high-level advocacy on access, and guide operational planning to support targeted 
response to people’s humanitarian needs in areas with severe access constraints.

OVERVIEW AND METHODOLOGY
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PEOPLE IN NEED IN 2020 BY SEVERITY

ACCESS CONSTRAINTS BY ORGANIZATION TYPE 
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Difficult physical environment 
(e.g. road access, bridges, rivers)

Interference in the implementation of 
humanitarian activities

Bureaucratic or administrative restrictions 
(e.g. taxes, customs, visas, work permits)

Illegal fees at check points or cargo 
requested to be handed over to authorities

Checkpoint difficulties (e.g. demands to 
search personnel and vehicles)

Violence against humanitarian assets 
and facilities

Violence against humanitarian 
personnel

Presence of mines and/or 
unexploded ordinance

Restrictions on, or obstruction of, 
conflict-affected people's access to 

services and assistance

Restrictions related to delays or denials 
of movements 

Military operations and ongoing hostilities 
impeding humanitarian operations

ACCESS CONSTRAINTS BY NUMBER OF COUNTIES BY ORGANIZATION TYPE
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People in need in counties with low 
access constraints

People in need in counties with medium 
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People in need in counties with high 
access constraints

Out of the 7.5 million people in need of humanitarian assistance in 2020, 
approximately 254,000 people lived in the counties with high access 
constraints, including some 215,000 targeted with assistance. This 
represents a significant increase from 65,000 people targeted in areas 
with high access constraints in 2019. Five counties—Longochuk, 
Maiwut, and Panyikang in Upper Nile; Mundri East in Western Equatoria; 
and Rumbek North in Lakes—experienced high access constraints in 
2020 related to active hostilities, constant violence against humanitarian 

 personnel and assets, and the physical environment. This is an 
increase from three counties classified in the same category in 2019. 
Due to a surge in sub-national violence in parts of the country, 
particularly in Jonglei and the Greater Pibor Administrative Area, the 
number of counties with medium level access constraints rose from 
31 in 2019 to 39 in 2020. A total of 34 out of 78 counties were 
classified as facing low level access constraints, compared to 44 
counties in 2019. 


