Coping with change
in the Red Sea Hills

A Beja village scene
Omeim village is encircled by bare
mountains with jagged peaks, the colour
of iron ore. The line of Beja tents are
perched like the up-turned hulls of ships
on a long line of black rock. A few acacia
trees, shaved and flattened by the wind,
dot the sand dunes. The day-time
temperature in this valley can reach 45
degrees. It seems almost a miracle that
anyone can actually survive in this
desperately harsh place.
The sun is setting in an orange glow
behind the mountains. One star appears
and the call to prayer can be heard,
echoing round the valley. Young men
pass by, carrying traditional Beja

Drawing water at a well in
Dahant Settlement, Red
Sea Hills
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swords, on their way to the village
mosque — a shelter made from dom
palm leaves. Every now and again
camels pad by, their feet making a soft
plop plop noise as they sink into the
sand.
A smell of roasting coffee fills the air.
To the Beja, coffee is essential and lifesustaining. Even when there is no food,
dignity is maintained if there is coffee to
offer to guests. It is served in tiny cups,
laden with sugar and tinged with
ginger. For the Beja, the jebana — the
traditional clay coffee pot — is a symbol
of home.

O

nce the Beja were a mostly
pastoralist people, moving from
one seasonal grazing area to
another with their herds. Like many other
nomadic or semi-nomadic groups, their
way of life has become more and more
precarious, undermined by prolonged
drought. The mainstay of the Beja
economy was, traditionally, livestock:
mainly camels, but also sheep and goats.
Surplus animals could be sold to buy grain,
coffee, and sugar from markets in towns
such as Tokar. The Beja grew some basic
food-stuffs, but subsistence agriculture
was always secondary to animal herding.
It was a lifestyle well suited to the harsh
environment. The land was protected from
over-grazing and over-cultivation by the
seasonal movements of people and animals
from one area to another. The large tents of
the Beja would simply be dismantled and
loaded on to camels, and the whole village
would be on the move. In times of
hardship, such as drought, communities
adopted a system called silif, in which
resources are shared out in the community,
particularly to those most vulnerable.
Perhaps because of their nomadic way of
life, the Beja have little influence on economic and social policies, either regionally

or nationally. Education and health
services in the area are very limited, and
the Beja find it hard to gain direct entry
into wider markets. Despite the problems
of nomadic life, however, the Beja population rose rapidly during the 1970s.
The droughts of 1984/85 and 1990/91
revealed just how tenuous their pastoralist
way of life had become. As the drought got
worse, the Beja could not cope. Their
livestock began to die: half of their animals
perished in successive droughts. In normal
time, livestock can quickly replenish their
numbers after drought, but the droughts
in north Tokar were prolonged and the
herds could not recover, particularly the
camels. Malnutrition rapidly increased,
particularly among women and children.
With the mainstay of their livelihood
drastically reduced, the Beja had to look
for alternative ways of making a living.

Rising to the challenge of
change
Many of the Beja men got work as
labourers in Port Sudan or on agricultural
schemes in the Tokar Delta; others
migrated to Khartoum. But Beja society
also adapted to a changing climate in
other, more fundamental, ways.
Nomads in north Tokar
load their home on to a
camel
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making ropes and mats. Although the land
is poor, and demands a high degree of
maintenance and irrigation, subsistence
agriculture is rapidly expanding.
Most of the Beja still live on the margins
of survival, with no guarantee that they
will not go hungry next year. However,
new skills are being learned in North Tokar
and in parts of Red Sea, and the Beja are
adopting new strategies for survival. Just
as importantly, they have learned to cooperate through their VDCs and smaller
committees, to pool resources and ideas, to
organise loans, and to involve a wider
range of community members when big
decisions are being made.

Beja women find a voice

Mohamed Gaffar, a
former nomadic
herdsman, with his first
tomato crop
SARAH ERRINGTON/OXFAM

30

Most Beja now live in settled communities, and many have returned from towns
and cities to their land. Only a few now
want to go back to a purely nomadic life.
Seasonal migrations do still take place, but
rarely with the whole family. The Beja now
concentrate on raising goats, because they
can withstand long periods of drought
better than camels, and their numbers are
more quickly replenished. In addition,
many families are experimenting with
raising chickens.
Village Development Committees have
organised communities to take part in
group projects such as digging and
maintaining wells, burning charcoal,
cultivating gardens, building schools, and

Women, in particular, have gained from the
changes. They now take part in village
debates outside the cluster of family tents
which are their traditional, and strictly
limited, area of authority. They are also
receiving a rudimentary education in VDC
schools. Custom would not have allowed
this in the old days. Some women even
make the journey to Port Sudan to sell their
mats and handicrafts — another significant
change, since men always used to act as the
links between women and the world
outside.
Women are not, however, full citizens
within Beja society, in spite of the improvements in their status and access to a wider
world. In times of food scarcity, women
and girls are often the last to receive food.
Women cannot inherit land or livestock,
only the tent and its contents; other assets
pass to the husband's nearest male relative.

Control of the body and the mind
In many areas of Sudan, particularly (but
not exclusively) in the east, the practice of
female genital mutilation (FGM) is viewed
as a cultural norm, a rite of passage for
every woman. FGM is still practised in
many other countries in Africa, among
them Ethiopia and Somalia. In northern
Sudan, in spite of attempts to ban it, an
estimated 89 per cent of women underwent the operation in 1990 — a slight drop
from the figure of 96 per cent reported in

1977/78. The latter survey also showed
that 78 per cent of the women questioned
still claimed to favour the practice.
In Sudan the commonest form of FGM
involves the removal of the clitoris
(clitoridectomy) and the sewing together of
the labia majora (infibulation). The
operation is often performed on infants
and young girls. It effectively inhibits or
prevents ordinary sexual intercourse, and
makes childbirth very dangerous indeed:
the woman must be cut open before the
birth, and the wound is sewn up again
afterwards. Where births take place
without trained medical supervision, the
wound is often held together with thorns

— a practice which increases the chances
of infection.
Infibulation is illegal in Sudan, although
the removal of the clitoris is still permitted.
Many midwives and clinics will not
perform infibulation, so parents take their
daughters to traditional midwives for the
operation.
Many women feel that they cannot speak
out against this practice, that they will be
ostracised for deviating from a tradition
that is central to their own cultural
identities. On the other hand, they know
that it threatens their lives and takes from
them their control over their own bodies.

Armat's story
'My name is Armat. I don't know the
year that I was born, but it is said that it
was in the year of Independence from
English rule [1956]. In my childhood, I
used to herd the goats. It was very easy
and pleasant: all the valleys were full of
grass; trees were green and full of
different fruits; the animals were fat and
healthy.
'In 1971, things began to change, and
there was less rain than before. Our
animals died and we moved to a
village. My husband got work
chopping wood, which he sold to a
merchant. In 1982, the government
came and dug a well in the village and
more people settled here. There was
drought also in 1984/85, and in 1990.
Oil and wheat provided by a foreign
agency saved us from sure death.
'Now we have seen many changes in
our community. No longer do many of
us migrate, though some still do; we are
settled. We have had to change. The
Village Development Committee has
organised things so that the wells are
now hygienic and are kept covered; we
have also a group garden. My husband
still makes charcoal; but my son Ali
borrowed saffi [a local grass] from the
VDC and makes ropes, which he sells. I
now make mats of saffi which I also sell.
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The men have constructed a classroom
in which I and my two daughters have
started learning basic writing and
reading, and they are training in
handicrafts. Out hearts' desire is to have
a classroom to be a centre for women, so
that we can meet and work to gain
knowledge, experience, and power.'
(Meize Village, Red Sea State)

31

An equilibrium
destroyed

A
SPLA commander,
Western Equatorial
'I must keep up with
technology, so I can
control the army.'
CRISPIN HUGHES/OXFAM
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ll over Sudan, networks of
exchange and trade, spanning
entire regions and beyond, have
evolved over centuries. Goods such as
grain, salt, and coffee would be traded
'down the line' into remote places, crossing many ethnic boundaries. Access to
grazing land and water was a shared right,
or one open to negotiation by all sides.

Such reciprocal relationships enabled
people to trade with one another, to move to
where food and water were seasonally
available, and to cope with times of drought
and food-shortage. Dinka, Nuer, and
Mundari agro-pastoralists, for example,
have permanent villages where they
cultivate sorghum and finger millet during
the rainy seasons. Their cattle are corralled
nearby and supply milk, vital for children
and old people. In the dry season, the men
move their cattle up to 50 km away, to graze
on the flood-plains of rivers like the Nile.
The herders often cross the territory of
other ethnic groups, relying on wellestablished networks of mutual obligation.
There has always been tension in hard
times between these different groups, but
conflicts were usually resolved by payment of a fine, agreed by the chiefs of the
opposing parties. In this way, conflict was
regulated within social structures. It was in
no one's interest to push antagonism to a
stage where it threatened the future
existence of either group.
The equilibrium that had been
established over centuries between the
various ethnic groups in the south of
Sudan has been destroyed by the civil war.
Local conflicts over resources have
escalated into prolonged and bloody
fighting, conducted with modern
weapons. In 1991, when the SPLA split into
different warring factions, traditional tribal
tensions were made dramatically worse by
the use of modern weapons, and the
civilian population suffered grievously.
The stresses caused by the natural
disasters of drought, flash floods, and
cattle disease were also compounded
when armed conflict erupted. Civilians
were massacred, whole herds of cattle were
stolen, and houses and property were
destroyed. Tens of thousands of people in

'I hid in the forest with my six
children...'
In October 1994, the small town ofAkot in
Buheirat State was attacked by Nuer
militia. More than one hundred people,
including women and children, were
massacred. Thousands of head of cattle were
driven off to be sold in the north. Ding Ater
]ok took refuge in a village 15 km away.

'When the Nuer came to Akot, I hid in
the forest with my six children, and then
we went to another village. The Nuer
came across the landing place and into
the town. I heard many people screaming and there was gunfire, lots of it.
'I was pregnant last year and, even
though I had a hoe, I could not plant
much sorghum, and the crop has been
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very poor with little rain. My husband is
dead, and his brother, who has given me
two of my children, is not here.'

this area alone starved to death or fled
westwards across the Nile, flooding into
Bahr el Ghazal and beyond.

'Peace is the priority'
Fierce fighting continued sporadically in
1995 in many parts of the country, both
between government forces and the SPLA
Mainstream — as in Eastern Equatoria —
and between rebel militia factions in many
regions of the south. Paradoxically, some of
the militia are backed by the government,
in an attempt to weaken the opposition.
The hostilities affect everybody: herders
are excluded from traditional grazing
grounds; people are driven away from
good agricultural land and clean wells.
Such conflict and insecurity drain people's
resources and make them more vulnerable
to natural disasters.
However, the impact of conflict and
displacement is not limited to those who
are directly affected: it also threatens communities in the areas where they move to.
In many regions, the migration of displaced people has put severe stresses on
relationships between different sections of
the same group, as meagre resources are
stretched to breaking point.

'You share the food, you
finish it, and you starve
together'
'It is a tradition that you do not push
away people from your home. You
share the limited food, you finish it,
and you starve together, so the
suffering comes to all of you. Before
the war started, people were settled:
we had no need to move from place
to place, no insecurity. We planted
sorghum and finger millet last year,
but, because we still all feel insecure
after the raid on Akot, we did not
plant enough. Then the rains were
not very good, and the crops have
been poor. People will not go off and
fish, because of the insecurity. Now
people are hungry, they are full of
discontent, they no longer abide by
the laws. All this is because of the
war. Peace is the priority.'
(Chief But Malual, Akot)
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The health of
the nation

I

Agangrial clinic, Buheirat
State
CRISPIN HUGHES/OXFAM

ealth care is a major casualty of a
war which is estimated to be
costing the Sudanese government
hundreds of millions of dollars a year.
Most health-care programmes are underfunded and understaffed. Many people
live far from hospitals and rely on
community health workers — local people
trained in basic medical skills — or on local
clinics, some of them run by aid
organisations.
Services have virtually collapsed in the
areas of Sudan directly affected by the war.

The few facilities that do exist are mostly
sponsored by international and national
agencies. In the displacement camps
around Khartoum there are a few clinics,
again mainly run by non-governmental
organisations (NGOs).
The World Bank estimates that life
expectancy at birth in Sudan in 1993 was
53 years. Malaria takes its toll, along with
measles, whooping cough, cholera,
meningitis, tuberculosis, and Kala-azar
(visceral leishmaniasis).
Poor diet and dirty drinking water are
major threats to health; malnutrition is
endemic in many rural and urban areas. A
study by the National Administration for
Nutrition, published in 1994, revealed that,
for every 1,000 births, 121 children die of
malnutrition or related diseases before
they reach the age of five. The study did
not include the war-torn south.

Medicine in the south:
Dr Choi's rounds
Agangrial in Rumbek county, Buheirat
State, is a small village of several dozen
Dinka houses and cattle camps. In a
clearing nearby, a local clinic is under construction: large tukuls of wood and thatch
that will house the dispensary, the antenatal clinic, examination rooms, and a
small ward. Early each morning a crowd of
people wait under an ancient mango tree
in the middle of the compound for the
surgery to open.
Dr Stephen Choi is a Dinka from the
town of Akot in Central Lakes Province.
He has returned to his birth-place to lead a
small medical team at the referral hospital
in the town. This and the one at Billing 60
km to the south are the only hospitals in
this large region. Akot hospital was
ransacked by Nuer militia in the raid on
Akot in October 1994. Dr Stephen was on
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leave in Nairobi with his Nuer wife and
their family when the attack happened.
He has travelled to Agangrial by road: a
seven-hour journey along winding dusty
tracks and the remains of once-graded
main roads. He had to pass through checkpoints manned by soldiers of SPLA
Mainstream, who are the de facto power
around here.
Casualties of war

Traditional healing skills, passed down
from generation to generation in certain
families, are starting to disappear in the
south of Sudan, another casualty of the
war. But a few healers still practise their
craft, mending broken limbs and cleaning
wounds. Like traditional birth attendants,
the healers try to work with local people
trained in modern medical techniques.
This mix of modern and traditional
medicine serves to introduce the clinic to
people, and gives traditional healers the
support they need to continue their art.
Sudan desperately needs a system that
tackles not only the effects of disease but its
causes as well. For instance, to tackle
water-borne diseases the whole cycle must
be dealt with, starting with hygiene at the
wells, and following up with basic health
education such as the importance of

Dr Stephen's story
'All the drugs were looted in the raid on Akot. I'm sure you can
see them for sale in some market or other, or they've gone to
some militia. It's taking time to restock the pharmacy. Before
the raid, the facilities at the hospital were adequate; I've
worked in worse conditions, for example, in Upper Nile State.
'I'm the only doctor for miles and miles, and Akot is the only
referral hospital in Lakes, apart from the one at Billing. One of
our problems is the lack of trained staff. The International
Committee of the Red Cross has funded five nurses, but it's not
enough. The sheer size of the area is a problem, and the fact that
the roads are bad — impassable during the rainy season.
The daily complaints are mostly stomach problems. Now
it's the end of the dry season and water sources are dwindling.
People have to drink from the sources where they wash
themselves and their animals. So stomach bugs, including
bloody diarrhoea and dysentery, are very common.
TB is on the decline: I had over one hundred patients in Akot
and now there are just seven. But there has been an increase in
hernias, particularly among young men. I've not known this
before. If s probably to do with hunger: there are lots of people
here right on the margin, and the stomach muscles grow weak.
Malnutrition has its peaks and troughs: by April it will start to
bite again, when food gets scarce.
'Our small health team, run by an NGO, is trying to establish
a Primary Health-Care Unit which will train local people to run
an outreach unit, with ante-natal programmes, and
immunisation and supplementary feeding programmes for
children, and other preventative services. It's all pretty
standard, but most of it is lacking right now.'

Agangrial clinic: a
traditional healer (left)
working with a
professional health
worker (right)
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On the outskirts of
Omdurman: squalid living
conditions pose serious
risks to health in
resettlement camps

washing hands - though even soap is hard
to get in many areas. If this holistic
approach is not adopted, medicine
becomes stuck in a cycle of treating the
symptoms of disease, not their causes.

Health-care in the north:
Dr Ahmed's day
In one of the camps for displaced people on
the outskirts of Khartoum, the local clinic is
run by Dr Ahmed, two nurses, and several
outreach teams. It is one of five such clinics
run by an international aid organisation in
the camps surrounding Khartoum.
The clinic is housed in a large bamboo
compound in the heart of a settlement
which stretches for mile after mile in all
directions. The clinic is always crowded,
with patients milling around outside the
dispensary, or sitting patiently on benches
in the shade waiting to see a nurse or the
doctor.
In his portacabin office, Dr Ahmed
examines patients, writes out
prescriptions, and oversees the running of
the clinic. This one clinic alone treats
perhaps 650 people a day, offering
supplementary feeding programmes, antenatal care, immunisation for children, and
basic medicines, mainly for malaria and
water-borne diseases.
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Dr Ahmed's story
'Our outreach workers go out into
the camps. In a different area each
day, they see perhaps two or three
hundred families and their children.
They can also assess the general
condition of these areas day by day,
and note if there are particularly bad
outbreaks of malaria or dysentery or
malnutrition. The supplementary
food for the children is given out to
these families once a month. I would
like to see many more clinics being
opened. Even this one settlement is
huge and grows all the time. We're
always short of money! And there's
never an end to the paper work we
have to do.
'But people's health is not just a
question of providing more clinics.
The environment they live in is also
important, and here the lack of
work, the squalid living conditions,
the broken families, and the
malnutrition all undermine people's
health.'

I want to learn
ll over Sudan, people are
obsessed with getting an
education for themselves and for
their children. People everywhere express
a burning wish to learn, to broaden their
horizons, and to obtain the skills that will
help them to improve their lives.
In the years of peace, primary education
was fairly widespread, and a fair number
of students managed to go on to higher
education in the big towns and outside
Sudan, mainly in the Arab world. But in
1992 it was estimated that only 28 per cent
of the adult population had basic literacy
skills (45 per cent of men, and 13 per cent
of women).
In areas of the south where the fighting
has died down, however, local teachers
working on a voluntary basis are now
trying to re-establish schools, and giving
language classes in English and Arabic.
Many school buildings have been

A

destroyed, so classes are often held under
a tree in the centre of the village.
Gordon Kuc, although a modest and
retiring man, exudes the air of a person
with a definite mission in life. In his case,
that mission is to teach, to re-establish
education and schools. He speaks English
with text-book correctness; although his
manner is quiet and unassuming, he
carries the conviction of someone who is
used to addressing students, and to being
heard with respect.
Gordon and his colleagues are slowly
beginning to put back together a
rudimentary system of education in
Buheirat State. It is, as he readily admits, a
long process and, like any other initiative,
predicated above all else on a sustained
peace. He estimates that in some areas
directly affected by the war, the literacy
rate has declined to 15 per cent for men
and 1 per cent for women.

Children playing in the
ruins of Akot School —
once a large and thriving
institution
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The right to an education

Narus, Eastern
Equatoria: a school for
displaced children,
established by Bishop
Taban and his helpers

For girls and women, educational
opportunities in Sudan are even more
limited than they are for boys. Many ethnic
groups are wary of education, if it means
exposing women to the outside world, and
breaking down cultural traditions that
restrict them to the private sphere of the
home and family. But many women are
beginning to challenge this attitude, by
exploiting the opportunities that changing
social and economic conditions have
created. Women's self-help groups give
their members the confidence to claim the
right to be educated, and in some areas the
bias against them is slowly being
redressed; but much remains to be done.
In 1989 a government decree introduced
a greater Islamic element into education —
a move which is viewed by many
observers as restricting still further the
educational opportunities of non-Muslim
communities.
In some of the displaced people's camps
and settlement areas around Khartoum, a
few schools provide education for
children of different religions. One such
school, run by a Catholic mission, teaches
about 2,000 children. Such schools are not
encouraged by the government, and many
do not have official approval.

A teacher in the south
'I am trying to bring in books,
blackboards, and chalks. All of the
schools were closed or destroyed
because of the war, but now because
of the stability here — which we
seriously hope will last and is
essential for everything! — a little
primary education and even some
secondary education is starting once
again. There is now some local
organisation, and this helps people
working on a voluntary basis to
bring education back. We are now
trying to pick many things up which
were here before the war started,
and one day we will expand these
things. But we must have peace.'
(Gordon Kuc, Buheimt State)

A teacher in the north
'The parents are mad for education,
and it keeps the kids occupied. If
they can read and write, they
perhaps won't get shoved around so
much. As a Catholic priest, of course
I have an agenda, but I take them all;
whether they are committed
Muslims or Christians, or whatever,
they all have a God-given right to
education.'
(Father Paul, Khartoum)
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Living on the
edge of the city
koughly one quarter of all Sudanese
live in towns and cities, but this
k figure is rising, rapidly and
continually, especially around Khartoum.
In the 1960s and 1970s, economic policies
in the north left rural areas at a disadvantage. Hunger and exhausted soils in the
countryside drove many peasant farmers to
seek work in the towns. Khartoum and
other conurbations grew ever larger, and so
did the demand for cheap, migrant labour
in the booming service and construction
industries.
Low wages, harsh employment
conditions, unemployment, lack of land
tenure, and problems in obtaining identity
cards were to become the fate of many
migrants to the city during the 1970s and
1980s. As the civil war and drought in the
mid-1980s increasingly affected the civilian
populations of the south and west, urban
migration grew dramatically. According to

The brain drain and the
urban cashflow
Many Sudanese professional people
live and work outside Sudan, mainly in the Gulf states. The remittances
which they send home make a
major contribution to the wealth of
the big cities, particularly
Khartoum, where their cash stimulates land speculation, domestic and
commercial construction, and
demand for consumer goods.
However, after Sudan's moral
support for Iraq in the Gulf War of
1991, relations between Sudan and
Saudi Arabia have deteriorated, and
many thousands of migrant
Sudanese workers were expelled.

Zagalona, an industrial
area of Khartoum
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the UN, approximately half of Khartoum
state's estimated population of 3.6 million
consists of displaced and migrant people.

Squatters and displaced
people
Squatting was, until quite recently, a longstanding tradition in Khartoum, tolerated
because the cities needed a cheap and
locally based work force. Much of
Khartoum North and Omdurman
developed in this way.
Since 1989, it has been government
policy to remove squatters from illegal
settlements in and around Khartoum and
relocate them, either to officially
designated camps for the displaced, or (if
they can prove that they have lived in
Khartoum since before 1990) to new
settlement areas, where they are granted
land rights.
The government states that the
relocations are part of its urban planning
exercise, an aspect of the Khartoum
Structure Plan of 1989, which was funded
by the World Bank. Illegal squatting is
viewed as a danger to public health, and
the source of serious social and economic
problems, all of which threaten
neighbouring areas. Magistrates oversee
the evictions. Local-authority workmen
bulldoze dwellings and load up people on
to lorries. Magistrates can authorise the
use of force if it is deemed necessary.
The government has the right to remove
illegal squatters from land to which they
have no legal claim, and to replan
Khartoum accordingly. But in the name of
urban replanning and renewal, many
people are forced to live farther away from
sources of employment, in areas without
basic services. In some camps, such as
Jebel Aulia, 40 km south of Khartoum,
basic services such as water supplies and
subsidised public transport have, over
time, been put in, but they are still
inadequate. Insecurity pervades life for
everyone in these communities.
By the end of 1991, tens of thousands of
people had been relocated to temporary
camps. By 1992, some 700,000 people had
been removed from the capital. Between
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August 1993 and July 1994, a further
160,000 dwellings were demolished.

Thowra, Block D Settlement,
Omdurman
The tukuls of the residents — tents made of
plastic sheeting, bamboo, mud brick, and
sacking — stretch for miles across the bare
desert. Children play around them, or sit
with their parents in the shade looking out
at the desert. A few women are hanging
out washing, while a group of men are
busy digging out rough mud building
bricks from the earth. A few dogs and
goats wander around, looking for food.
There is little litter, not even the
ubiquitous plastic bags that cover much of
the waste ground of the city. The noise and
bustle which are the hallmark of many
urban slums throughout the world are
largely absent. Thowra is cut off from the
networks of services, investment, and
opportunities that are vital for any
settlement to prosper. Thowra has no
health clinics, schools, or shops, and there
is little chance of finding work. Water is
bought from a water seller or from the
nearest small market, 2 km away.
Sitting on a camp bed inside her tukul of
bamboo and plastic sheeting is Faith (not
her real name). Faith is in her late thirties, a
large, homely woman, and the mother of
ten children. In spite of the story she relates
and the bleakness of her surroundings, she
has a quiet dignity, punctuating her speech
with thanks for the small mercies that life
has given to her, her husband, and
children: she knows many families who are
far worse off than themselves.

'In the city, you can
feel your poverty.'
(Street girl, Khartoum)

Faith's story
'I am from Kordofan and I have been
here since 1970. We came here to
Khartoum to look for work. But,
although we found work, we had no
security for our plot... We were
moved out by force in the night and
there was much fighting. They took
everything — all our possessions.
They pushed over my house to make
way for a private development
scheme. Here, in Thowra, we have
nothing.
'The bamboo and plastic for our
tukuls was given by a charity, and
woollens for the children, and water
containers. Without this we had
nothing. We were taken here and
dumped off by a truck in the night.
Some people had to walk. It was very
cold, and we were all very
frightened. The children felt the cold
very badly. We had no shelter and
just sat in the sand.
'The other place from where we
were moved [El Khuddair] had a
school, and the Sudan Council of

0

Churches was working with us on
handicrafts (although we sold very
few of the things), and there was
some teaching for my children. Here,
there is nothing. If the children get
sick, there is a traditional healer, but
there is no doctor or clinic. Water is
expensive, but there is no alternative:
money must be found. For if you do
not have money, you do not get
water.
'There is little chance of getting
work, but we are lucky: my husband
kept his job as a watchman in
Khartoum. I have ten children. Most
of my neighbours do not have work.
We have nothing to sell, and no one
but people like you or the authorities
ever comes here. It is a long way [20
km] to the centre, where we might
get work. But with a bit of money
and raw materials, we could make
more money. Do I want to go back
home? Some people do, but I will
stay here. I have been away from
Kordofan for over twenty years.'
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Making ends
meet in the city

T

he cities are hostile places for
migrants and displaced people, who
arrive from the countryside with
little education and few skills to enable
them to survive in town. 'Formal'
employment is virtually impossible to
obtain; for those who do find regular jobs,
as guards or office cleaners, the slack
labour market means rock-bottom wages.

The 'informal' sector
Most poor people in Khartoum and towns
and cities throughout Sudan try to find
work within the 'informal' sector: work
that is not covered by labour laws, requires
no formal education, is untaxed, nonunionised, and poorly paid.
A high proportion of the displaced are
women and children; many of the women
are the sole source of support for their
households. They mostly get work
cleaning, washing clothes, and selling tea,
vegetables, and kitchen utensils. But in
some camps and settlements, brewing beer
and prostitution are the only ways in
which women can stay alive. Men make a
living by selling tea and other items such
as cigarettes and water, by washing cars,
and, for those who have a trade, by
carpentry and plumbing. Many men,
especially those who have recently arrived
in the city, or have been forcibly removed
from established communities, get
occasional work as unskilled labourers on
agricultural and construction projects.
Although most of the poor and
displaced in Khartoum struggle to make
ends meet, a very small number not only
find work, but form small co-operatives.
Helped by voluntary organisations and
church groups, they have found a
precarious niche in the labour market, and
also a degree of autonomy and control
over their own lives.
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The brick makers
The practice of making mud bricks from
alluvial mud laid down each year by the
Nile has been going on for thousands of
years. It is seasonal work, which stops for
three months when the Nile floods in
August. The bricks are made from a
mixture of mud, straw, and donkey
manure. The mixture is pushed into
wooden brick moulds, from where the
bricks are removed to dry in the hot sun,
before being baked in large mud-lined
kilns.
Most of the small brick-making
companies that work the rich, dark Nile
mud are privately owned; the employees
have few rights and little pay. In 1993, a
small number of brick makers, all of them
living on the fringes of Khartoum, got
together and joined a craftsmen's union,
thus enabling them to start their own brickmaking co-operative.

The tea and vegetable sellers
Markets in Khartoum are sprawling,
bustling, open-air affairs, full of colour,
noise and activity. As panel beaters knock
the dents out of bumpers, carpenters
assemble beds, and a scrap-yard busily
recycles yards of rusty wire and metal
piping, shopkeepers and stallholders drum
up trade. Buses crash their gears and hoot
their horns as they weave between handdrawn carts and bicycles and the crowds of
shoppers who dart across the roads.
In one small corner of one such market,
opposite a car-repair shop, a group of
women sit beneath a metal awning,
making tea. The market is hot and dusty,
and the women, protected by their awning
from the harsh sun beating down from a
deep blue, cloudless sky, are doing a brisk
trade in selling glasses of sweet tea.

1 come from a squatter settlement called Mayo Farm.
I am the only one working in my family. I used to
work as a brick maker for a private firm, but now I am
with the co-operative. I am skilled at my trade and
that is why I got this job. I had to pay 5,000 Sudanese

pounds as a registration fee. The profit is split
according to what each person does, after we have
taken the running costs out; each man works for
himself, but no one man owns our company. We have
93 men in the co-operative.'

CHRIS PETERS/OXFAM

Nearby, a mud-brick building which will
house five tea shops, a storeroom, and an
office nears completion. The women,
members of a co-operative, all own a share
in this latest venture and are looking
forward to moving into their new
accommodation.
A local group, the Sudan Development
Agency (SDA), run mainly by Sudanese
women, was the guiding force behind the
establishment of this co-operative of tea
and vegetable sellers, offering legal advice,
moral support, and the initial funds to set
up a co-operative bank.
The co-operative has 24 members. They
have obtained official trading permits and

built shelters, and are now building the
small complex of shops and offices nearby
— their most ambitious venture. Through
SDA, a committee of six women was
formed, to be responsible for lending
money to members, to help pay for
shelters, and to buy tea and utensils. As
one loan is paid back, another woman can
borrow money to set herself up. The
interest on this money is used to build the
centre and to provide hardship funds to
members who are sick or unable to work.
Through the co-operative the traders
have gained legal recognition, and a
degree of security from abuse by
established stallholders.
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A tea seller's story
'My name is Fatima. I live in Jebel
Aulia settlement with my two
children and my husband, who is
unemployed. I belong to the SDA cooperative, and I run a stall next to
other members' stands in one of the
biggest markets in Khartoum.
1 am the only one in my family
who is working. I used to get into
trouble working in the market trying
to sell tea, especially with the police.
You see, men don't like women to
work like this; it is not a proper thing
for women to do.

CHRIS PETERS/OXFAM
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'But now things are changed. I had
a medical examination and then I
was issued with a permit to trade by
the authorities. I am in a good place
to work, shaded from the sun. The
SDA has given me confidence and
skills. We buy tea in bulk, and have
learnt how to keep an account of
what we sell. Most of all, we are
learning that we have strength by
being women together. Because we
were not organised before, we had
no strength.'

Making ends meet
in the countryside

T

rade and markets are the lifeblood of
any society. In many parts of
southern Sudan, commercial activity
has collapsed because of the civil war. This
situation is made worse by the lack of allweather roads: most roads are dirt tracks
cut into the forest and savannah, and, even
before the war, travelling in areas of high
rainfall was impossible for much of the
year.
Trade with the north of Sudan via
Northern Bahr el Ghazal was disrupted by
fighting between Dinka and Baggara
people in Southern Darfur and is only
slowly recovering. Trade with the north via
the Nile came to a complete halt years ago.
The towns, which previously gave people a
place to sell cattle for grain or for other
necessary things, have largely been
destroyed and are no more than military
garrisons for the government, cut off from
the rural population. Roads into Uganda
and Zaire have been closed by the
Sudanese government in an attempt to
block the SPLA's supply routes. Only a
trickle of goods can be brought into
southern Sudan by bicycle convoys, which
take back paths across the borders,
bringing in used clothes and other small
items.

Two markets in the south
In spite of these problems, a few markets
do survive in some form or other, even
though the countryside is still insecure and
there is little to trade. For a market is more
than a meeting place for trade: it acts as a
focus for people, where information,
gossip, and news can be exchanged, and a
sense of security regained, if only for a
short while.
Although bartering is widespread, a
cash economy does exist in a limited way.
Use of the Sudanese pound has helped to

set agreed prices and stabilise the limited
local economy. In these self-styled 'New
Sudan' territories, the newly formed
National Executive Council — under the
supervision of SPLA Mainstream — is
trying to set up a local civil administration;
but it has few resources and the
countryside is still largely insecure, so
power is still overwhelmingly in the hands
of the armed wing of the movement.
In parts of Western Equatoria and
Buheirat State, markets are held regularly.
The produce on sale, its quantity and
diversity, is a good indicator of the degree
to which different local economies — and
trade networks farther afield — have been
exposed to war and are able to cope. We
can see this by looking at two different
markets.

A market in the bush
In Buheirat State, markets like the one held
every afternoon except Sunday in Bar
Pakeng, 40 km west of Akot, reflect the
local Dinka economy, which is based on
livestock. The market is set in a large
clearing in the bush, several hundred
metres across. A large area is devoted to
cattle sales in one corner of the market.
The selling of cattle is a serious business
in any pastoralist society, and the cattle on
sale here are carefully scrutinised by
prospective buyers. Sellers are crossexamined at length. The transactions are
eagerly followed by a crowd of spectators
who offer loud advice and opinions, or
sagely decline to comment.
The market is a hubbub of activity that
draws people from far and wide — a sign
that they feel a degree of security returning
to their lives: in the past, markets have
often been a target for attacks. But what
strikes even the most casual observer is
that, among the cattle sales, the rows of
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Cattle market,
Bar Pakeng
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bright print frocks flapping in the strong
wind, the knitted hats, and the stalls of
looted drugs (for both humans and
animals), there is little food for sale — no
sorghum and finger millet, no salt or sugar.
Small mounds of peanuts and hot chilies
and a wild salad vegetable are all the
surplus food that is for sale.
Tobacco — a much-prized commodity
— is in plentiful supply, often bought
when there are no staple foods available,
or as an item for future barter. But most
people want to buy food, as their own
harvests have been so meagre. Despite
receiving hoes and seeds from an international agency, farmers did not sow crops
in their usual quantity: better not to use all
one's seed in one planting, but to conserve
some for the uncertain times that might lie
ahead. Poor rains have reduced the harvest
still further, and what there is must be
shared with Dinka people displaced from
the east and from farther north.
Perhaps the situation will improve when
fish, caught in Lake Nyubor, become

available, but the drought may have
depleted the fish stocks, and there is also
the threat of attack from hostile militia
forces on the 60 km trip to the lake.

A market in a town
Some 400 km south of the market in Bar
Pakeng lies the little market town of
Maridi, in Yei county, Western Equatoria.
Close to the Zairean border, the
countryside here consists of rolling hills
and lush vegetation. This part of the region
has not suffered the prolonged fighting
that has devastated other areas in the
south, and for two years it has known
relative peace. The sorghum harvest was
exceptionally good in 1995, and there is a
surplus.
The local people are not Dinka; they are
farmers, members of groups such as the
Zande and Moru. Forty kilometres to the
south of the town, Dinka displaced by the
fighting have built tukuls in the wooded
hills. Because of the slowly improving
conditions, many have decided to leave

and return to their homes in Bor County on
the east bank of the Nile; of the 20,000 who
once sought refuge here, only some 7,000
remain.
In the walled market in the centre of
Maridi, one of few towns under SPLA
control, the ground is covered with
displays of vegetables, cooking oil (marked
'For Humanitarian Use Only'), drugs, salt,
sugar, coffee, grain and tobacco. The
market is lined with booths selling soap,
clothes, pencils, exercise books, and
dresses, all traded up from Uganda. The
local economy in Maridi is slowly pulling
itself back together: the land is fertile and
the rains have been good.
In Maridi, as in other places where a
modicum of peace exists, dozens of cooperatives have begun to re-form and go
into operation. Co-operatives started here
in 1956, primarily to offer local producers a
means of breaking the monopoly held by

traders, mainly in Juba, the state capital of
Bahr el Jabal. Now, throughout the county
as a whole, there are over 80 co-ops. But
this stability remains fragile and many
other parts of the region are still insecure.
Trading surplus food out into areas that
still suffer shortages is difficult, if not
impossible.

The hat seller
'Most of us are widows, so we came
together to make these hats. The wool
was traded from across the border. We
learned how to make hats from mats
used to cover food. There are 32 women
in this co-operative. Sometimes we sell
nothing for three or four days, then we
sell one or two for 500 Sudanese
pounds.'

The clothes seller
T buy clothes in bundles in Uganda,
or rather we barter for the clothes
with bulls: one bull will exchange for
a bundle of one hundred dresses.
These we sell at 900 Sudanese

pounds each, one or two a day. That
money is then turned back into
buying more cattle. We drive them to
the Ugandan border, and the whole
trade is started once again.'
CRISPIN HUGHES/OXFAM
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Ayen Mawai
goes fishing

I

n Western Equatoria, when the rains
are poor, rivers dwindle to muddy
pools. Yet not many miles away, heavy
rain means deep-flowing rivers and
plentiful fish stocks. People trek long
distances, despite the risk of attack, to
camp under mango and mahogany trees
and go fishing.

Keeping the cupboard full
Fish are valued by agro-pastoralists,
because they complement grains like
sorghum and finger millet and serve as a
source of food between harvests.
With many hungry mouths to feed, such
a precious resource could quickly become
depleted. Being good husbanders of every
natural resource available to them, local
people are well aware of the need to
maintain their fish stocks, and have
developed a simple but effective way of
replenishing them. For up to fifteen years
no one is allowed to fish in certain parts of
the river, by order of the local chief. Then,
when the chief sees that his people are
hungry, or when he is petitioned by the
elders of a village, he will order the
sacrifice of a ram or a cow, to signify that
the ban is lifted and fishing can commence.
In one bend of the river Gel, where
fishing has been banned for a number of
years, the fish are packed tightly together,
churning the waters into a creamy froth.
Fishing will go on until this stretch of the
river is completely fished out, and then the
prohibition will once again be applied for
many years to come.

A day's fishing
opposite: Ayen Mawai on
her way to fish in the
river Gel, near Maridi
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Ayen Mawai, a young girl from a nearby
village, spends much of her day fishing or
walking from one stretch of the river to
another, carrying her woven, conical

fishing basket on her head. The basket is
not heavy and it provides some shelter
from the fierce sun as she tramps across the
dry, open savannah to reach a stretch of
river to fish.
It is a simple matter to know where this
is: one just follows the crowd. For fishing
here is not a solitary pursuit, but a noisy
social event. Along the river bank, dozens
of people are gathered, either to fish, or to
provide vocal support for those already
fishing. Ayen wades into the river to join a
ragged line of other women who slowly
move forward together, their baskets
poised over the water. Every few metres, a
woman will drop her basket, trapping a
fish inside. It is a simple matter to put a
hand into the basket and draw out a
wriggling fish, which is then threaded on
to a stick.
While Ayen concentrates on her task,
boys and girls with pointed sticks walk
along the shallows on either side, busily
spear-fishing. A little farther upstream,
men work in pairs, holding an oblong net
stretched between two wooden poles
beneath the water. A quick jerk, and the net
resurfaces with a couple of fish flopping in
the mesh.
'Some days I get a lot of fish; on other
days, not so many; it is never enough
to feed all the family. It's hard work,
but I don't mind it.'
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Of vets and
paravets

L
Mundari paravet in
Terekeka District, north of
Juba
JON BENNETT/OXFAM

ivestock play a crucial part in
Sudanese society. By 1992, a
combination of war, drought, and
displacement had destroyed an estimated
6.6 million cattle in the south, along with 2
million sheep and 1.5 million goats. Such
huge losses threatened the disintegration
of agro-pastoralist societies in many areas.
Dinka society, like that of the Nuer and
the Mundari, revolves around cattle. Local

languages have a rich vocabulary to
describe cattle in their infinite variety. The
camps where cattle are corralled in the dry
season are the focal point for pastoralists'
social life.
All pastoralist and nomadic groups have
a well-developed understanding of the
diseases which afflict their animals, and
they have devised treatments for each
disease. Traditional treatments take
account of the spiritual causes of an illness,
and rely on the use of certain herbs and the
practice of bleeding sick animals. Much of
this traditional local expertise is dying out,
partly because the civil war has disrupted
normal life, and also because modern
drugs are so powerful that people lose faith
in their traditional skills.

The paravets
In response to these problems, a scheme
was devised in the mid-1980s in and
around the town of Juba, with the help of a
foreign agency. The scheme had two aims:
to maintain the traditional veterinary skills
of displaced Mundari pastoralists, and to
augment their local knowledge with
modern veterinary practices. Respected
local people are chosen by their
communities to be trained to diagnose
animal diseases and to run vaccination
programmes.
Similar 'paravet' training schemes are
now an integral part of many projects and
co-operative schemes. Funded by external
agencies, programmes are running in
North Tokar, Kebkabiya and Renk, Upper
Nile, Equatoria, and parts of Bahr el
Ghazal.
When displaced people lose their herds
of cattle or camels, it is often more realistic
for them to restock with sheep, goats, and
chickens. Because women are usually
responsible for raising these smaller
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animals, they too have become involved in
the paravet programmes. The training
increases their skills and raises their status
within the community.

A reciprocal arrangement
Giving development aid to poor countries
like Sudan is a far from simple matter. For
one thing, immense areas have to be
covered; communications are bad, and
funds are limited. For another thing, the
material hand-outs often associated with
development aid can undermine local
customs and structures, which are already
under threat.
Livestock-support projects at first
tended simply to give out drugs. But not
only did this system undermine the way in
which Sudanese societies work, but the
projects became a bottomless pit into
which expensive drugs were poured.
Recently, veterinary programmes have
changed their tactics and are setting up
revolving funds: a cost-recovery system
whereby the paravets obtain veterinary
drugs from a central source, and sell them
at a fixed and affordable price to livestockowners. The paravets return the cash to the
central office, and receive 20 per cent (in
soap and salt) as payment. The rest of the
money is spent on community projects,
such as building clinics.

Muslima Mubarak Salih,
teaching veterinary skills
to other Rasheida
women: 'The men
selected me for training,
because I am permanent
here; they move around. I
was the first woman
paravet.'
CRISPIN HUGHES/OXFAM
SARAH ERRINGTON/OXFAM

This system is beginning to spread
throughout much of southern Sudan,
working on principles agreed upon by all
concerned in the venture. Although it is
still in its infancy, this scheme is helping to
recreate a market economy and the networks that support it. It is hoped that
eventually private traders from Kenya and
Uganda will bring in drugs, which paravets can purchase. Of course, it will not be
easy. How, for example, can fledgling local
authorities effectively police this market
and enforce codes of practice, and what
role can the chiefs and sub-chiefs play in
this scheme? One way forward is perhaps
through the setting up of herders' associations; but an animal-health service that
enforces codes of practice, regulates prices,
and has a sufficient number of trained vets
and other staff is still a long way off.
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Co-ops —
Kebkabiya-style

I

n Northern Darfur, local people in
Kebkabiya District, like many other
Sudanese communities, have formed
themselves into co-operatives.
The town is set in the foothills of the
Jebel Marra, and is the administrative
centre for the district. This area suffered
greatly in the 1980s from drought, famine,
and tribal conflict. The region as a whole is
under-developed and marginal to the
national economy. Many different ethnic
groups live here; the Fur are the most
numerous.
Along seasonal watercourses, enriched
each year by flooding, farmers grow a
variety of crops. But people without access
to this wadi land have to farm the fragile
soils away from the river, where erosion
and desertification are constant threats.
This type of farming depends entirely on
rainfall. The chances of rain are increased
by the presence of the nearby mountains,
Foothills of the Jebel
Marra, Northern Darfur
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elevating clouds over the land. When it
rains, the pastures are green and crops are
abundant; but in prolonged periods
without rainfall, there is severe stress for
people and animals.

Seeding the soil
In 1985, committees were appointed in
each village to set up seed banks. From
these facilities, farmers borrow not money
but seed; after the harvest, they repay the
seed, plus a bit extra, so that the bank can
lend to other farmers. Certain villagers
were chosen to be bankers of the seed.
Despite daunting problems, the scheme
began to work. Then villagers successfully
experimented with contour farming —
ploughing along the contours of the land,
to stop rain water draining off the slope.
Sixteen Village Centre Committees (VCCs)
were formed, and one man and one
woman from each village were chosen to

Community veterinary
pharmacy, Kebkabiya

represent their community on the Project
Management Committee (PMC). Although
women initially preferred to form their
own committees and exclude men, many
VCCs have since reunited, with spin-off
sub-committees for women. Other projects
were launched, such as training for men
and women in basic veterinary skills, along
with midwifery classes for women, and
literacy and health education classes.

'We know that we have to stand up
for our rights if we are to secure
them. Although there is a fifty-fifty
representation of men and women
on the village sugar committee, for
example, the men still try to exclude
the women from the actual
distribution, so that they can keep
for themselves the extra amount
which is allocated as an incentive
for this task. We're working on this
problem!'
(Daughter of a village Sheikh,
Kebkabiya)

The post of the village representative to the committees in Segering
district had been vacant for some
time after the death of the previous
member, when I was asked to take
it. I was appointed at a general
meeting of the village. There was no
election and I was the only nominee.
I don't know exactly why they chose
me, but I've lived in the village all
my life and used to be on the Rural
Council too, so I suppose that had
something to do with it.
'I know that the consultation
process is essential to the working of
the project and ensures that it meets
the real needs of local people. I'm
responsible for attending the PMC
meetings four times a year and for
raising requests at those meetings.
After the meetings, I tour the
villages and meet with their two
representatives, to make sure they
know whaf s happening in the area
and to get any feedback from them.'
(Adam Sayed, Segering)
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A registered charity
Conscious of the fact that the VCCs were
new structures which aimed to get better
access to resources — and control of them
— the people involved were careful to
work closely with traditional authorities
and with local government, the Salvation
Committees. Without the support of these
bodies, the VCCs and the PMC could not
operate.
As time went by, the PMC was formalised by the creation of the Kebkabiya
Smallholders Charitable Society (KSCS),
which was registered with the Ministry of
Social Welfare as a voluntary organisation
at the end of 1990. Official registration
meant that the KSCS could raise funds,
hold its own budgets, and employ its own
staff. An Executive Committee of eleven
people from the PMC has been elected to
decide and implement overall policy. This
Committee meets every three months and
is itself accountable for its actions at an
annual general meeting of all the Village
Committees.

The learning process

Somati village, Northern
Darfur: women's meeting
to discuss the introduction of grinding mills
PETER STRACHAN/OXFAM
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Despite the fact that the structure of KSCS
promotes accountability and equality
between women and men, there are still
problems. Some members do not perform
their jobs well, while others seek to take
advantage of the opportunities which
committee membership offers. It is not
always easy to 'deselect' such people!

'Our representative was hopeless.
Our village was not getting its share
of resources, and we gradually
realised that she was not doing
anything to find out about it and to
tell us. It is true that this went on for
years, but that is how things are in
the villages: we don't expect things
to happen quickly... Once we
realised the true source of the
problem, we got rid of her and
elected a replacement.'
(Woman from Bora Village)

Nor is it easy for women to get involved
in the work of the committees. For one
thing, most speak little Arabic — the
language in which meetings and
correspondence with the Salvation
Committees are conducted. For another
thing, their household and family duties
leave them little time for community work.
Traditionally women have not been
expected to take part in public affairs; but
once they start to speak out, and gain more
experience and confidence, they realise
they have a voice that is valid and that they
can change things. Committee work is the
first practical step on the road to
empowerment for women.

Will it work?
Although some people still feel that they
have not gained much from the KSCS and
its committee structure, many others
appreciate that learning to manage such a
big and complex project takes time. The
KSCS offers each member of the
community a chance to speak and the skills
to change things. Whether it will prove
sustainable depends on whether enough of
them are convinced that only by becoming
involved in community action can they
gain control over their own lives.

A marginalised
majority

A

ll over Sudan there are countless
development initiatives like the
Kebkabiya Smallholders
Charitable Society. But there is little hope
that any of them will prosper without
peace and reconciliation and social justice,
and a more equitable distribution of
economic wealth. Development needs
peace, if by development we mean an
advancement of the basic rights which
every human being is heir to, and not just
the powerful few.
In Sudan, as elsewhere, many women
still accept inequality as a natural part of
their lives. Yet, as we have seen, they are
often the mainstay of their societies and a

major focus for their regeneration. In times
of conflict, displacement, and hardship,
the contribution of women to the survival
of their families and communities becomes
even more critical. The challenges they
face often lead them to adopt new
strategies to survive, and to ask
fundamental questions about the society
they live in.
The changing status of women has also
affected men. Although some still view
women as subordinate and peripheral to
the man's world they inhabit, many others
appreciate the crucial role that women
play in keeping communities together, and
they understand the need for change.

Women's literacy class,
Gabol Settlement, Red
Sea Hills
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Nevertheless, the empowerment of
women is still a long and uphill struggle,
and, if peace does eventually come to
Sudan, it will be difficult to maintain the
advances made in the economic, social,
and political status of women.

Women for peace
There is now a growing movement both
inside and outside Sudan to link Sudanese
women's non-governmental groups into a
wider political process. One such is the
Sudan Women's Voice for Peace (SWVP),
based in Nairobi, a loose alliance of
women from different ethnic backgrounds
who see the establishment of women's
rights as an integral aspect of the work for
peace.

In February 1995, women from the
SWVP took a Peace Caravan to parts of
southern Sudan, drawing large crowds
and generating intense local interest. Their
message was in essence a simple one: the
absolute necessity for peace and for
women to take their rightful role in making
that peace a reality.
At the UN conference of women in
Beijing in August 1995, the SWVP, along
with many other Sudanese groups
representing women from different
political and cultural backgrounds, met to
express their vision of women's future role.
The Beijing conference enabled women,
and men, to meet other non-governmental
organisations and to form new alliances
based on a common theme: furthering
women's emancipation.

We women should stand up and work for peace. All the women of Sudan are
prevented from influencing political decisions, but we are also the first victims of
this most evil war. It is up to us to stop it and, in so doing, to establish ourselves as
having a real voice in Sudan and its future.'
(SWVP leader)
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A nation in the
balance
, oth inside and outside Sudan there
. are informal groups and
' organisations working for peace.
Many others, including highly qualified
professional people, work in the service of
poor communities to help them cope with
the effects of conflict, an impoverished
economy, and a rapidly changing
environment. But despite this, the efforts of
poor people in Sudan to achieve genuine
lasting development have borne little fruit.
This final chapter looks first at the
humanitarian work in Sudan designed to
support these people.

Without peace and a secure environment, however, this objective has proved
difficult to realise in many areas. Some
agencies have to operate as and where
they can, mindful that their work could
easily be disrupted or stopped altogether
by renewed fighting or banditry.

Taposa women in Narus,
Eastern Equatoria, a
village which has taken in
an influx of Dinka people,
displaced by the civil war
CRISPIN HUGHES/OXFAM

Operation Lifeline Sudan
(OLS)
In 1989 a three-way agreement was
reached between the government of
Sudan, the rebel SPLA, and the UN. This
agreement created a framework which
allowed relief supplies to be delivered
inside the war zones to victims of the
conflict. This arrangement, whereby a
sovereign government permitted the
delivery of relief to areas controlled by
rebels, was almost unique in the field of
humanitarian operations. Currently, OLS
operations are run partly from Khartoum
and partly from Kenya, with a logistics
base on the Kenyan-Sudanese border at
Lokichokio. The UN, with UNICEF acting
as lead agency, provides logistic and
technical support for UN agencies and
NGOs working under its umbrella. This is
particularly important in the rebel-held
areas, where often the only means of access
is by aircraft.
But the work of the agencies operating
under OLS goes beyond concern with
immediate survival. Where possible, they
work with local communities to rebuild or
strengthen their societies, helping them to
coping with the effects of conflict.
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A dilemma for humanitarian
agencies
In conflicts such as the civil war in Sudan,
the control of relief supplies can become a
strategic asset for the forces involved. In
Sudan the relief system has been used in
this way by all parties to the conflict. Antigovernment forces have treated humanitarian aid, particularly food aid, as a
resource for their own troops. In the past,
militias adopted a policy of forcibly moving civilians to a particular location where
an attack was expected, in the expectation
of international assistance. There have also
been cases of the direct theft of supplies
from humanitarian agencies. For its part,
the government has for military reasons
denied relief agencies access to certain
areas controlled by the SPLA.
There is still an immense need for aid
and basic resources. In many parts of the
south, relief agencies are the sole source of
items such as soap, clothing, and buckets.
But the agencies delivering aid, health
care, education, and skills training cannot
do so without accepting the dictates of one
side or another. Thus they expose
themselves to the charge that their work is
not impartial. More seriously, the
international agencies have on occasions
OLS air-drop of
emergency food supplies
in south Sudan
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been accused of actually prolonging the
conflict by indirectly sustaining
combatants. Operational agencies must try
to satisfy the demands of the government,
the UN, the donors, and those in de facto
control on the ground, while trying to meet
the needs of local people.
Of particular concern to the humanitarian agencies is the plight of the Nuba
people in Southern Kordofan. Humanrights organisations have documented
violations of human rights in the Nuba
mountains. Although the government has
refuted these accusations, international
concern about the situation of the Nuba
will remain until unrestricted access is
allowed to independent monitors. The
Nuba mountains are one of the few areas of
conflict excluded from the OLS agreement.
Unless the terms of the agreement are
extended to include this area, the future of
the Nuba people will remain precarious in
the extreme.
It is undeniable that, without external
support for OLS and the work of NGOs
inside Sudan, the suffering of many
thousands of Sudanese affected by the war
would have been intolerable. Although
this suffering has rarely been given frontpage coverage by the international media,

the need for humanitarian aid remains as
pressing as ever. To fund its relief
operations in support of 4.5 million people
in 1996, OLS appealed to international
donors for more than $100 million. Judged
by the slow response to this appeal, the
future of humanitarian aid in Sudan looks
perilously insecure.

The quest for peace
A major African peace initiative began in
1993 under the auspices of the InterGovernmental Agency for Drought and
Development (IGADD). It involves several
of the countries bordering Sudan: Kenya,
Uganda, Ethiopia, and Eritrea. They are
concerned to promote peace in Sudan,
partly to end the continuing influx of
refugees into their countries, and partly to
stop a war which has the potential to
destabilise much of the region. Although
IGADD provides a useful forum for all
sides concerned in the conflict, it has yet to
achieve a real breakthrough.

come to an end when all parties agree to
lay aside their arms and negotiate a lasting
political settlement. Meanwhile, the
civilian population will continue to be
harassed, looted, displaced, bombed, and
shot. The international community can
assist in the peace process, but the primary
obligation to stop the fighting lies with the
government and those who actively
oppose it. It remains to be seen whether
they have the political will to achieve the
lasting peace that countless Sudanese
dream of and work towards.
A health worker at Akot Hospital
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There have been other attempts to
promote dialogue and understanding
among the different parties to the conflict.
In 1995, for example, UNESCO hosted a
conference in Barcelona, which brought
together representatives of government
and rebel factions to achieve agreement on
a six-point declaration of principles.
But the progress of IGADD and other
initiatives has been hampered by a
deterioration of relations between Sudan
and other IGADD member states. Tensions
have arisen along the borders with both
Eritrea and Ethiopia; and Sudan and
Uganda in 1995 accused each other of
armed incursions into their sovereign
territories. The conflict in Sudan has also
been discussed by the Organisation of
African Unity (OAU) over the years. But
any peace process in Sudan is unlikely to
succeed without better relations between
Sudan and its IGADD neighbours.
The fortunes of the war in south Sudan
change constantly. The occasional gains
made by one side or the other, and the
political machinations of government and
opposition, pale against the reality that this
war is unwinnable by any side. It can only
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