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Abstract. South Sudan, the newest state in the World, faces its first major crisis after just two years 
of existence. The current crisis was shaped around two tribe leaders, but also around two lead-
ers of the same army and political party. At first it was about a political feud between President 
Kiir and former vice-president Machar; it continued with the supposition of a coup d’état, led by 
Machar, and now the whole crisis is taking the form of an inter-ethnic civil war between the two 
dominant tribes in South Sudan, the Dinka and Nuer. The following article will be a conflict analysis 
of the current situation in order to determine the drivers of the conflict and how they influenced 
the parties’ course of actions. Being a conflict analysis, it uses official and informal sources never 
used in the same place until now, together with the author’s opinion about the con�lict, along with 
that of our fellow colleagues who studied the situation, in order to present a detailed and complex 
description of this new crisis in South Sudan.
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Historically, conflict within South Sudan has 
taken three forms: the liberation wars in 
which the South fought the North in the old 
Sudan for independence, ethnic feuds over 
resources, especially among cattle herding 
communities mostly between Dinka, Nuer 
and Misseriya, and rivalries between politi-
cal leaders. With the independence of South 
Sudan in 2011, the liberation wars against 
the North are now over. Ethnic feuds remain 
relatively easy to reconcile in the context of 
traditional cultures, and are often confined 
to the ethnic groups directly involved and 
rarely affecting the rest of the country, at 
least until now (Jok, 2014). Despite the ac-
cumulated grievances throughout history, 
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circumstantial factors do not directly trigger violence; there should be active protago-
nists who take advantage of this grievances by channeling them into the road to war 
(Chereji&Wratto, 2013). The most devastating form of conflict is the political one among 
various leaders fighting for power, whether at the national or state level. Unfortunately, 
sometimes politicians play the ethnic card, drawing their tribes into conflict against the 
other. In this sense, the last two trends, the ethnic composition of the country and the 
political rivalries, are interlinked, and they are at the root of what has been happening 
in Juba and South Sudan since December 15, 2013.

Briefly, because the story was covered by all the national and international media, there 
were reported clashes breaking out in the Munuki neighborhood late on December 14, 
in South Sudan’s capital, Juba, between members of the presidential guard. President 
Kiir also claimed that the fighting began when unidentified uniformed personnel started 
shooting at a meeting of the SPLM. Former Minister of Higher Education Peter Adwok 
said that on the evening of December 15, after the meeting of the National Liberation 
Council had failed, Kiir told Major General Marial Ciennoung to disarm his soldiers of 
the “Tiger Battalion”, which he did. Adwok then controversially claims that the officer 
in charge of the weapons stores opened them and rearmed only the Dinka soldiers. A 
Nuer soldier passing by questioned this and a fist fight erupted between the two and 
attracted the attention of the commander. Unable to calm the situation, more soldiers got 
involved and raided the stores. It culminated with the Nuer soldiers taking control of the 
military headquarters. The next morning, he said that Sudan People’s Liberation Army 
(SPLA) reinforcements arrived and dislodged the mutineers. The military headquarters 
near Juba University was then attacked with fighting continuing throughout the night. 
President SalvaKiir spoke on national television on December 16, having abandoned 
his traditional suit and cowboy hat for military fatigues (a clear message towards the 
mutineers, probably forgetting that in this sort of situations it is best to use Confidence 
Based Measures – CBM’s), and said, while surrounded by government officials, that the 
coup had been foiled and that it was orchestrated by a group of soldiers allied with the 
former vice president Machar.

Machar spoke for the first time since the crisis began on December 18th, saying he was 
not aware of any coup attempt, but instead blamed Kiir for fabricating allegations of a 
coup in order to settle political scores and target political opponents. He also said the 
violence was started by the presidential guard, which was founded by Kiir and told 
to report directly to him instead of the military. Despite government claims of having 
repealed the alleged coup, a further center of ighting erupted on December 17th near 
the city of Bor. On December 19th, a Nuer militia led by Peter Gadet, the defected former 
8th Division commander, claimed control of it. On January 2nd, 2014, South Sudanese 
rebels loyal to Machar seized control again of Bor, after the SPLA forces had gained 
control of it at the end of 2013. On the same day, Kiir declared a state of emergency in 
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Unity and Jonglei states, where Machar rebels controlled the capitals. On January 15th, 
ighting continued on the streets of Malakal with both sides claiming to control the 
town as the con lict entered in its second month. Civilians left town, and at least 200 
drowned when their overcrowded boat sank as they tried to lee across the Nile (The 
Guardian, 2014). One civilian was killed and dozens of civilians and a security of icer 
were wounded inside the Malakal UNMISS base by gun ire from outside. On January 
16th, Uganda’s President Yoweri Museveni, and Uganda People’s Defence Force (UPDF) 
spokesman Lieutenant Colonel Paddy Ankunda said that UPDF troops had joined the 
SPLA in the ight for Bor (Al Jazeera, 2014). On January 17th, South Sudanese troops said 
it had lost contact with forces in Malakal, which both rebels and the government claim 
to control. On January 18th, the joint SPLA-UPDF force recaptured Bor. A spokesman for 
the rebel forces said that theirs was only a “tactical” withdrawal. Fighting continued in 
and around Malakal. On January 23rd, South Sudan’s government and opposition forces 
signed a cessation of hostilities agreement in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. A second round of 
talks was held on February 11th. The first round of talks between the government and 
the rebels had ended with two agreements: one calling for a cessation of hostilities, 
and the other dealing with the status of political detainees held by the South Sudan 
government. The second round of negotiations focused on the political process to take 
South Sudan forward after weeks of fighting.

This path to regime breakdown and potential civil war is not unique to South Sudan. 
Chad was in the same situation in the case of the Chadian civil war between Habre and 
an insurgency led by his former chief of staff Deby in 1989; Libya had a similar episode 
with the Libyan civil war between Samuel Doe and Thomas Quiwonkpa’s deputies that 
also broke out in 1989, and Congo in the case of Africa’s Great War in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo between Laurent Kabila’s regime and his former allies from Eastern 
Congo and Rwanda,which began in 1998 (Roessler, 2013).

The same thing also happened in the South Sudan case. In 1991, Machar launched a 
failed coup to overthrow the dead leader of the SPLA, John Garang. The failed coup trig-
gered an intra-SPLA civil war and large-scale violence along ethnic lines. Machar was 
prominently involved, mobilizing support from his Nuer co-ethnics and targeting Dinka 
co-ethnics of John Garang, including in the notorious Bor Massacre in November 1991, 
in which it is estimated at least 2,000 people were killed. Over the next decade, Machar 
allied over and over again with the central government in Khartoum and continued to 
fight against the SPLA until he reconciled with Garang and rejoined the SPLM in 2002. 
Last year things seemed again to follow the same path. The SPLM was supposed to hold 
its general convention in 2013 to elect a chairman and the party’s presidential nominee 
for the 2015 election. The holding of the convention would help to regulate the com-
petition for power that was building among top regime elites. If it were to reconfirm 
Kiir’s leadership of the party, it could also go a long way toward consolidating Kiir’s 
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power vis-a-vis his rivals (Roessler, 2013). But Kiir feared the possibility that the party 
might not reelect him as party chairman and would instead support his political rivals, 
Machar or Amum, the secretary general. In the face of such a possibility, Kiir took some 
decisions to undermine the party’s institutions. For example, he refused to call to order 
party departments in which he might be outvoted, such as the SPLM’s political bureau. 
He also tried to manipulate the convention rules to prohibit the secret ballot. Finally, he 
dismantled party structures and postponed the convention indefinitely. In a move that 
surprised many among the senior leaders of the ruling SPLM party, on November 15th, 
2013, South Sudan’s president revealed he had dissolved all the structures of the party 
and declared he would appoint an interim body to prepare for a national convention 
(Roessler, 2013). These structures include the highest executive organ, the Political 
Bureau (PB) and the National Liberation Council (NLC).Kiir, who communicated the 
verbal decision while opening a new of ice for the party leadership, said his action was 
prompted by the fact that the party national convention, which was supposed to elect 
new leaderships since last May had delayed.

Leaving aside this wheel of history, which tends to be rounder in this part of the world 
than in others, the current conflict has three main dimensions, namely a political dis-
pute within the ruling party – the SPLM, a regional and ethnic war and a crisis within 
the army itself.

The political dispute is long-standing. Since before the independence, in July 2011, 
the SPLM leadership had been split on several decisions, including over whether to 
confront the government of Sudan in Khartoum or cooperate with it, in addition to the 
long-lasting disputes for distribution of power and wealth within South Sudan itself. The 
South Sudanese President Salva Kiir preferred good relations with Khartoum as a way 
to secure the oil revenues – South Sudan’s oil exports depend on the pipeline through 
North Sudan to the Red Sea. But other party leaders took the opposite view, arguing that 
South Sudan should take the opportunity to change the regime in Khartoum by support-
ing Northern rebels and seizing disputed areas by force (Waal and Mohammed, 2014). 

As if that were not enough, Kiir and Machar differed on domestic policies and on who 
should lead the party into the next election in 2015. It is important to explore the 
problems within the ruling party as part of the genesis of the current crisis, especially 
the reaction of Kiir’s government to the calls for reforms that were made by the party 
leaders he had fired from both the party leadership and the SPLM government last year. 
These officials, many of them members of the party’s highest structure, the Political 
Bureau, had been demanding President Kiir to organize a meeting of the Political Bureau 
to sort out the differences between him and over two-thirds of its members. These 
leaders held a press conference on December 6th, 2013, in which they accused the 
president of running the party in ways that do not respect the constitution. But instead 
of responding to what seems like a legitimate constitutional right of the people who 
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held the press conference, the president instructed his deputy, Vice President James 
WaniIgga, to issue a very crude response in which he outright dismissed their claims 
and accused them of being “disgruntled” for their loss of power (Waal and Mohammed, 
2014). When the current crisis began, maybe not knowing how to use Confidence Based 
Measures (CBM’s), the president did not help the situation and the image of his govern-
ment when he appeared in military fatigue to deliver his statement in the wake of the 
revolt, signaling his readiness for a military confrontation. 

Many local analysts and people in the media have been reflecting on these events and 
have been able to tease out some of the signs that the intense competition for political 
power within the ruling SPLM was bound to spark violence, as it was likely to touch the 
wounds of the last three decades of liberation wars during which this South Sudanese 
leaders had turned guns against one another over leadership of the movement (Jok, 
2014). One of such moments was the 1991 split in the SPLA, in which Riek Machar and 
Lam Akol Ajawin, then senior deputies to John Garang, attempted a coup against the 
latter and sparked massacres in Jonglei state. Machar, then SPLA commander for Upper 
Nile, broke with the SPLM/A to form the SMLM/A-Nasir faction together with Lam Akol. 
This revolt happened in the midst of war against the government in Khartoum, and led 
to a prolonged and destructive conflict within the South. During this episode Machar 
ordered massacres against the Dinka of Jonglei state, which gave rise to a protracted 
Dinka-Nuer conflict for the following seven years (Jok, 2014). In the end, and despite 
the reunification of the SPLA, no one was held accountable for this incident, and many 
others similar to it, and there was no compensation to the affected citizens, which led 
to a continuous discontent from the people who suffered during the last two decades. 
This set the precedent for the kind of politics whereby the political ambition of the 
individual or small groups of individuals translates into efforts to gain power by force.

The problem in South Sudan is that the SPLM never functioned as a real party, or even 
as a liberation movement. In its early years, during the 80’s, the SPLM was only an army. 
Its goal was to fight and change the regime in Khartoum, and its politics was handled 
exclusively by John Garang. In 1991, the war between the SPLM’s ethnic groups split the 
movement, and even though the SPLM survived, it did so as a profoundly dysfunctional 
coalition. It never developed institutions and never had a political, economic, or social 
agenda for the areas under its control (Waal and Mohammed, 2014).

Throughout the period, the SPLM concealed its lack of any practical agenda for internal 
social change under the rhetoric of fighting the external oppression of the North. And, 
unlike other national liberation movements, which established literacy programs, land 
reforms, and local democracy, the SPLM simply put all the minimum social welfare in 
the hands of the international humanitarian agencies (Waal and Mohammed, 2014). 
It also drew on foreign advisers for many elements of its diplomatic strategy, called on 
the United Nations to dispatch the peacekeeping operations immediately after gaining 
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independence and put all the areas of development in the hands of country donors, as 
I presented in my previous article. It is hard to avoid the conclusion that South Sudan’s 
ruling elite were more interested to consolidate their power than in doing the hard 
work of nation building. Instead of looking to the marginalized people of the South and 
developing some social and economic programs, the first act of the new government 
was to distribute power among the many military factions, the ones who were respon-
sible for the success of the CPA, with the first prize going to Kiir and the second one 
to Machar. Up to a point, I can agree that a political leader wants even greater power 
once he reached the top, it is in our blood, and in South Sudan we also have a proper 
catalyst for this behavior – the oil ields. But why would you want to have more power 
instead of consolidating the one you already have on a real foundation – especially 
considering the people of South Sudan, who had fought for the last half a century to 
be independent. As if that wasn’t enough, other military leaders became governors of 
the ten states into which Southern Sudan had been partitioned by the North. Later in 
the article we will see why it happened like that.Machar, who was not happy with his 
reward, made his intentions known right after the independence in 2011, to run for 
presidency of the party and state in 2015. 

Another source of the present political struggle is the fact that the lines between gov-
ernment and opposition, loyalists and renegades, are very fluid, governed by changing 
alliances. Kiir tolerated regional strongmen who had been fighting in alliance with 
Kartoumn against the South, like Clement Wani and Taban Deng, only because of their 
potential to cause problems for the new state. They represent counterweights for the 
government in Juba and could bring about more rebellions than what happened in the 
past two months. Like the SPLM, the renegades and opposition groups are divided along 
tribal and ethnic lines – the uprisings in Unity state are dominated by Bul Nuer, with 
Machar being their most active and prominent representative. We will discuss more 
about Unity state later on in the article. 

The second dimension to the current conflict is ethnic and regional. Despite Garang’s 
talk of building a socially equitable Sudan, the SPLM relied too heavily on racial and 
ethnic solidarity (Waal and Mohammed, 2014). That approach backfired disastrously 
when the movement split along ethnic lines in the early ‘90s. The sad truth of the war 
in South Sudan during those and these days is that most of the fighting was southern-
ers against southerners, and that the troops of the contending factions showed just as 
much disregard for human rights as their enemies – the militiamen and jihadists of the 
North. Not only did the internal wars kill thousands, they threatened to tear the social 
fabric of South Sudan beyond repair (Waal and Mohammed, 2014).

The situation is the same in the present. Rather than by a coherent ideology, the follow-
ers of the SPLM/A have largely been motivated by anti-Arabism and anti-Islam and a 
strong affirmation of their African character and cultures. While John Garang preached 
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notions of common struggle with people in the North and claimed to be fighting for a 
united “New Sudan”, this had little resonance among the Southern people who simply 
wanted to become independent (Waal and Mohammed, 2014). The absence of a com-
mon national ideology means that the motivation for a struggle was often reduced to 
racist denigration of the Northerners and alliances along tribal and ethnic lines. 

Politics in the South is shaped by the tribes and from this perspective the legitimacy 
of the SPLM/A is sometimes cast into doubt, since it is perceived to be dominated by 
the Kiir’s tribe – the Dinka. The fears of small tribes of being politically marginalized 
by larger tribes are an important factor to take into account in post-settlement setting, 
mostly because the entire history of the area was a continuous struggle for the smaller 
and weaker groups against the bigger ones (South vs. North, Nuer vs. Dinka, Misseriya 
against Dinka and Nuer). 

The thing, though, is that South Sudan is actually pretty ethnically diverse, with more 
than 50 different ethnicities. South Sudan, like a number of other countries in Subsaharan 
Africa, has borders that have very little to do with the actual people there. The past 
unified version of Sudan had been shaped, in part, by European and especially British 
colonialism, back in the 19th century. The long-running conflict between the North 
and the South was, like many wars in post-colonial Africa, partly a consequence of 
European cartographers having forced disparate groups into artificial borders (Fisher, 
2013). Splitting Sudan in two helped to ease the tension created by these borders but 
didn’t solve it. The southern ethnic groups had been united by a common enemy – the 
North – but that’s no longer bringing them together because people in South Sudan 
don’t identify that strongly with their nationality. The idea of South Sudan is too new 
for most people, while old unified Sudan was too hated, like the case of North and 
South Korea in the ‘50s. Without a common vision and national ideology, the majority 
of people have separated in ethnic or tribal identities. 

The present crisis also represents the crisis of the army, and a source of it. The SPLA 
has been the dominant armed insurgent movement in Sudan since the beginning of the 
second civil war in 1983. It has, however, been challenged by various different actors 
on its claim to represent the people of the South, oppressed, Sudan. The SPLM/A roots 
are here, in Southern Sudan. Even if in the beginning it drew much of its support from 
the various Dinka tribes, today it has a wider support base including most Nuer (since 
the end of the war with the North) and, increasingly, people from most of the Equatoria 
tribes. The movement has a legacy of authoritarianism and violent actions, and many 
Southern clans hold strong grievances against it for its brutal treatment of civilians. 
Although Garang has been the strong leader of the movement and this has caused several 
internal power rivalries, the central leadership wasn’t able to control completely the 
way local commanders conducted the war. Some commanders have, for instance, been 
more brutal than others. While some have been more concerned with protecting and 
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helping the civil population, others have ruthlessly exploited it, like Peter Gadet, Bapiny 
Monytueil or James Gai Yoach. The SPLM/A appeared and developed in times of war, 
and its actions were in accordance with the war realities. In times of war it was very 
efficient, for tens of years it fought against the best soldiers of the North and determined 
Bashir to agree with the CPA in 2005. In times of peace, the SPLM/A didn’t know what 
to do or how to behave, mostly because it remained a military organization. It has little 
experience in the democratic governance and most importantly, it has no experience 
in a peaceful time. Maybe it sounds very harsh, but this is the reality.

Since the eruption of the armed conflict with the North, the SPLM/A leadership re-
mained in the hands of its former chairman and Commandant in Chief John Garang. 
Later, Garang pursued a centralized system ruling the movement. Garang dominated 
the Southern politics up to his death, in 2005. Salva Kiir, who was appointed by Garang 
as the SPLM/A deputy assumed the SPLM/A leadership. Kiir, a Dinka, come like Garang 
from Bahr El Ghazal. He is among those who remained loyal to the movement in spite 
of the differences he had with the late chairman. Kiir, as well as the entire SPLM/A, 
obviously have to continue with the implementation of the CPA as expected. However, 
as a different person and leader, Kiir, the new chairman of the SPLM/A and first Vice 
President of the republic, had his own clique within and outside the SPLM/A. Though 
much has not been said and seen, the SPLM/A is divided along the lines of those who 
were close to Garang and those with Saliva Kiir, in particular those Dinka from Bahr el 
Ghazal. These are people who for one reason or another were opposed to the previous 
style of leadership. As a result, many tactics, strategies and devastating weapons were 
used by each party. These included but were not limited to the use of proxy militias. 

In this process, most of the civilians in Southern Sudan have acquired light weapons for 
protection, mostly against cattle riders. As a result, light weapons have proliferated and 
can be found everywhere in the Southern Sudan. They pose a security challenge as they 
are frequently used in individual and domestic conflicts. Without a proper demobiliza-
tion policy and related programs, the communities in the South may not experience any 
peace. The militias groups were not included in the peace process that culminated in 
the signing of the CPA. These groups are formed mostly of former SPLM/A combatants 
from Southern Sudan who have in one way or the other fallen from the SPLM/A ranks, 
especially during the split of the SPLM/A in the ‘90s (Berghof Foundation for Peace 
Support, 2006). They were used and regrouped by the government of Sudan in order 
to assist the army in the fight against the SPLM/A. There are some of them who (for one 
reason or another) could not join the government militias and operated in between the 
two main parties to the conflict. Though the security arrangements in the CPA provide 
that these groups have the freedom to choose either to join and get incorporated in 
the SPLM/A or the North forces, some of them are still between the two parties, having 
direct – mostly economic – interest in both the North and the South. The leaders of these 



57

Issue 7, April 2014

armed groups started threatening the SPLM/A leadership that unless they were given 
their share in the political power and in the armed forces, they would not allow the 
SPLM/A to enter the areas they claimed to be under their control (Berghof Foundation 
for Peace Support, 2006). There is a danger that these armed groups/militias in the 
South may not accept any demobilization if they are not assured of their positions and 
roles in the Southern Government structures, army, and other security institutions. 
The South Sudan Defense Forces (SSDF) lead by Gadet, have the military capacity to 
undermine the peace process and unless the SPLM/A is willing to share power it is 
likely that the SSDF will try exactly that. These armed groups are ethnically oriented. 
Many times they use ethnicity as a means of achieving personal interests. 

Furthermore, the main factor uniting the diverse tribal and political groups in the South 
was the opposition to the National Congress Party (NCP). The disappearance of this 
common enemy might very well undermine the fragile state of relative consensus. This is 
especially problematic since the tendency of tribalism in the South is a source of division.

The SPLM/A has also posed serious challenges regarding social cohesion and national 
unity across ethnic lines, something the stability of the country cannot be ensured with-
out (Jok, 2014). It has shown fragility of the democratic processes, the result of which 
is that when some politicians fail to gain an of ice, they still have the capacity to use 
violence and attract the other members of the tribe to their side. This was unsurprising 
due to the absorption of large militia forces from the many rebellions in Greater Upper 
Nile into the SPLA. Striking peace deals with these militias was the only immediately 
viable way forward. On the other hand, inviting all of them into the national army meant 
compromising on the demand to professionalize the armed forces, as many members 
of these militias were young people with no military training (Jok, 2014).The result 
was that the army was made up of an amalgamation of previously warring factions, 
with no common vision to which all soldiers subscribed. Or did they indeed share a 
common vision or interest? 

Many feared a Southern civil war following the peace with the North. But Kiir, newly 
installed in 2005, reached out to the SSDF leadership and other militia commanders 
to offer them membership in both the army and government. The prize was not just 
internal peace, but a share in oil revenues (Waal and Mohammed, 2014). The SPLA 
payroll expanded to well over 200,000 names. Fully, 55% of the South’s budget was 
spent on defense – and more than 80% of that on salaries. Over time, the payout cre-
ated insurmountable obstacles to army reform and professionalization. The army was 
little more than a coalition of ethnic units tied together by money – the common inter-
est. Because of that, a lot of analysts say that the army commanders who have now 
rebelled against the government were most likely acting on their own account, with 
the wheel of history continuously turning with the same shifting between the militias. 
For the last two months, Machar has given the impression that they all act under his 
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command. Maybe it is true, but the army commander, who seized Bor in December 
2013, Maj-General Peter Gadget, is a notorious militarist, whose allegiances cannot be 
relied upon. He led a rebellion against the government in Juba, in which Machar was 
the Vice-President. It was only after he was given amnesty in 2011 that he agreed to be 
integrated into the SPLA.He was rewarded by Kiir by being put in charge of 8th Army 
Division of the SPLA based in Bor. 

During the last two months of fighting, there were more actors involved in the crisis, 
others than Kiir and Machar, with their own interests and backgrounds. One militarist 
not yet spoken for in this present round of military and political struggles is David 
YauYau, who had campaigned in the elections in 2010 in the Pibor County of Jonglei 
State. He had led a Murle insurrection against the Government of South Sudan in 2010 
and was later given amnesty at the time of independence, back in 2011. YauYau signed 
a cease fire with the Government of South Sudan in June 2011, which integrated him 
and his militia with the SPLA. In April 2012 he defected again, and has been leading a 
Murlemilitia in the South Sudan. Hundreds of people have been killed, their properties 
robbed, and thousands of others displaced from their homes in Pibor County, Jonglei 
State. In 2013, prior to the new political and military struggles, David YauYau was again 
granted amnesty so that he would not be open to an alliance with the Machar forces. 
The contradictions between his youth army and the forces of Machar’s White Army 
have compounded the political battle lines since Machar is now fighting on two fronts, 
against the central government and against the youths of David YauYau.

Another person to watch is Dr. Lam Akol, who together with Machar broke away from 
the SPLA/M in 1991 and signed a separate deal with the Khartoum Government. DrAkol, 
like Machar, changed sides frequently. In 1994 after having split with Machar he formed 
his armed movement, SPLM/A-United, in 2009. Although Akol’s party is represented in 
Parliament, he went into self-exile in Kenya and was not present at the Independence 
celebrations in July 2011. But he has been back since July 2013 after he received am-
nesty from Kiir. He seems to have been conspicuously silent on the current political 
crisis, perhaps waiting to see the outcome of the power struggle between his former 
colleagues. By January 7, 2014, he emerged as one of the leaders of the SPLM govern-
ment delegation in the IGAD talks in Addis Ababa.

As a conclusion to this discussion about the SPLA and some key figures, Dr. Peter Nyaba, a 
South Sudanese leader and former Minister of Higher Education and Scientific Research, 
offered the most insightful analysis of the genesis of the current crisis. He distinguished, 
and I totally agree with his view, between the “movement” and the “army” and critiqued 
both. The “M” (for Movement) in the SPLM/A was always nominal. It did not have a life 
of its own ... The militarists rigidly identified and dedicated the liberation process to 
armed struggle and made their political fate totally dependent on it, thereby producing 
the militarist elite whose existence and survival became linked with the continuation 
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of war. [...] The “A” was the dominant and the strategic factor in decision making. This 
inadvertently reduced, with serious consequences, the capacity of the SPLM/A to ab-
sorb, organize and assimilate the then available intellectual and material resources, 
especially after 1989. The SPLM/A used to behave like Siamese twins joined at the head 
such that any surgical operation to separate them could have resulted in their death” 
(NYABA, 1997). Whereas the political party is in need of reforms, the army also needs 
to be restructured. From the beginning the army was composed of loosely structured 
militias that were fused together to form the current army. With each integration of 
former adversaries, the army became larger without being internally reformed. Those 
55 percent of South Sudan’s budget that was spent on defense (Waal and Mohammed, 
2014) could be used in other sectors such as education, health, infrastructure and social 
welfare. Key commanders retained loyalty to their former armies and the process of 
disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) has been plagued with failures. 
The consequence: only 10,000 have been demobilized,out of an estimated 150,000 for-
mer militia. The government of SalvaKiir had argued, quite convincingly, that absorbing 
these militias and rewarding their leaders with high ranks in the army was a reason-
able price to pay for the stability of the country (Jok, 2014). But this policy of trying to 
gain peace by accommodating every militia force quickly started to appear much more 
costly than was anticipated, especially on two accounts. First, the „positive discrimina-
tion” by promoting into the army ranks people from one ethnic group, the Nuer, who 
make up over 50% of the total national defense force. Second, it made the SPLA officer 
corps very unhappy with the placing of former rebel leaders above them in rank. This 
policy was also criticized for arguably weakening the military professionalism that was 
already challenged by the SPLA’s background as a guerrilla army trying to transform 
itself into a professional one. 

The post-war and post-independence security situation in the country put the govern-
ment in a serious bind. On the one hand, the multiplicity of militia forces from Unity and 
Jonglei states particularly meant that the new state would not have an opportunity to 
build peace, reconcile its people and focus on developing its resources for the bene it 
of its population that had been long affected by war and violence. Striking peace deals 
with these militias was the only immediately viable way forward. But on the other hand, 
inviting all of them into the national army meant compromising the professionalism 
of the soldiers. 

The most intense fighting was in Unity State, with the Bentiu town being disputed 
for weeks. Tensions in Unity increased after President Kiir dismissed the state gov-
ernor, Taban Deng Gai, in July 2013, amid allegations that the governor supported 
the former vice-president, RiekMachar, who also hails from Unity. SalvaKiir appoint-
ed Joseph NguenMonytuel as governor, partly as a concession to the South Sudan 
Liberation Movement/Army (SSLM/A), whose forces accepted an amnesty offer from 
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the Government of the Republic of South Sudan (GRSS) in April 2013. Fighting in Unity 
first broke out on December 19, at an operating base of the Greater Pioneer Operating 
Company – the joint operating company responsible for oil extraction in the state – and 
continued on December 20, at the TharJath oil field, in Leer county. Sixteen people 
died in what Mabek Lang, the deputy state governor, claimed were targeted attacks on 
Dinka employees. 

Fighting continued on December 20 in Bentiu and Rubkona, as the SPLA 4th division,which 
is based in Bentiu, began to break up along factional lines in anticipation of clashes. On 
the evening of December 20, MSF reported that the Bentiu Ministry of Health Hospital 
received 42 wounded. Fighting continued on December 21 in both towns. On December 
24, the South Sudanese Red Cross reported that they had collected 34 bodies in Bentiu 
and 82 in Rubkona. On December 21, the BulNuer commander of the SPLA’s 4th division, 
James Koang Chuol, defected from the army, named himself governor of Unity, and ap-
pointed an interim administration the next day.

Unity state is a special area in the economy of the new crisis in South Sudan. Unity 
state is confronted with a set of difficult challenges in South Sudan. Some exemplify 
concerns that register across the emerging republic; others are unique to the state. 
Situated along multiple frontiers, its socio-political, economic and security dilemmas 
make for a perfect place for violence to emerge. Recent rebel militia activity has drawn 
considerable attention to the state, highlighting internal fractures and latent grievances 
(International Crisis Group, 2011). But the fault lines in Unity run deeper than the re-
bellions. A governance crisis has polarized state politics and sown seeds of discontent. 
Territorial disputes, cross-border tensions, economic isolation, development de icits and 
a still tenuous North-South relationship also fuel instability, each one compounding the 
next amid a rapidly evolving post-independence environment. Unity is a predominantly 
Nuer homeland. Its most Northern counties are also home to sections of the Dinka tribe, 
though they number far fewer than the Nuer. Historically, Misseriya nomads also use 
parts of the territory to graze large herds of cattle, though traditional migration practices 
were complicated during the war and have been in a tense hiatus for several seasons.

The present-day Unity state was among the areas that suffered the worst of the 22-year 
conflict, not least due to the strategic value of its oil fields (International Crisis Group, 
2011). During the latter stages of President Nimeiri’s rule (1969-1985), Khartoum began 
arming militias with the aim of pushing the border further south. Militias and irregular 
security forces, especially those recruited among nomadic Baggara tribes in Northern 
border-states, were the central instrument of this policy. Brutal raids displaced Dinka 
and Nuer communities southward, thereby asserting government control over coveted 
territory and resources and securing a wider buffer zone. The policy was sustained dur-
ing the past three decades by the Sadiq al-Mahdi and Omar al-Bashir administrations 
and expanded to employ pro-government Nuer militias as part of a divide-and-rule 
strategy intended to allow Khartoum to extend and accelerate oil development.
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A period of violent conflict, evolving alliances, and power plays within and among 
Southern forces and communities resulted, at the center of which was what some have 
called the “Nuer civil war”, during which divisions were formed along ethnic or sub-
regional lines, but almost as often around prominent personalities, personal interests 
and short-term tactical objectives (International Crisis Group, 2011). A clear signal 
of popular discontent was delivered in April 2008, when delegates to the SPLM state 
party congress elected Joseph MonytuielWejang (a BulNuer) as their chairman and a 
supporting secretariat. Because governors held party chairmanships in all other states 
in South Sudan,the vote was a clear rebuke of Taban. The governor in effect rejected the 
outcome, and the seeds of party division were sown. Parallel party structures emerged, 
signaling ade facto split, and the two sides began working at cross purposes. Meanwhile, 
because Wejang is perceived to have ties to Vice President Machar (Machar recom-
mended Wejang for health minister in 2008 and again pushed for him to be appointed 
into a ministerial position following the 2010 elections), the state party election drew 
attention from further a field. 

The rift came into even sharper focus in advance of the 2010 national elections, as the 
candidate selection process,including the gubernatorial nomination, commenced. In 
December, an extraordinary meeting of the state liberation council – opened by Vice 
President Machar – was convened and a statement subsequently issued to the press 
that announced Wejang as the party’s nominee but in the end, the bureau named Taban 
the official SPLM nominee. Wejang stepped aside, and the state minister for energy and 
mining in the Government of National Unity in Khartoum, Angelina Teny (the wife of 
Vice President Machar), left the SPLM to stand as an independent candidate. Teny was 
one of eight independents who contested gubernatorial races despite objections from 
the SPLM, an indication of the desire for greater political space in South Sudan, not 
only between parties but within its dominant party. Teny inherited many of Wejang’s 
supporters and enjoyed the support of the vice president, despite the fact that his party 
had officially endorsed Taban (International Crisis Group, 2011). Teny’s supporters 
erupted in protest after results in favor of Taban were announced prematurely over 
the local radio station, absent endorsement of the National Elections Commission and 
amid investigation into allegations of rigging. Three protestors were killed by state 
security forces. Despite the ensuing standoff, Taban was declared the winner. This dif-
ficult election period brought considerable attention not only to divisive party politics 
in the state, but more specifically to ongoing competition between the governor (and 
his backers) and those of Vice President Machar.

The best conclusion for the article and for the present situation in South Sudan is given 
by the words of Peter Greste, the international correspondent of Al Jazeera: “The fault 
lies not in the DNA of the South Sudanese tribes. It lies with the political leaders who use 
ethnic patronage to build their power bases; or who incite their ethnic kin to carve out 
a geographic or political niche”. South Sudan is at a crossroads. President Kiir, trying to 
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make good on his usual pronouncements about commitment to peace and avoidance of 
a return to war, made a first step by inviting Machar to attend peace talks. Riek Machar 
has done the same thing, but on conditions that seem either unworkable or extremely 
difficult to meet from the opposite side of the table, like the possibility for Kiir to leave 
his of ice, the release of political detainees and a power-sharing arrangement. Out of 
the three, until the end of February, only the second was just half successful after a sec-
ond cease- fire meeting between the two sides. Machar’s demands for power-sharing 
will surely make the government fall in the same trap as the leaders of armed militias 
have been over the years as we explained early in the article. To object to it on grounds 
that politicians should not be rewarded with power after using violence means a risk 
of pushing Machar toward the route to civil war. But to bribe him back with a share in 
government means the risk of encouraging the trend whereby failed politicians have 
to revolt against the state, kill people, destroy property, and then get rewarded with 
power and resources for their deadly actions.

The country is in serious crisis, with its two biggest nationalities, the Nuer and the 
Dinka, severely divided and in conflict, its oil production (the country’s primary source 
of revenue) currently under threat, foreign reserves depleted, with difficulty in honoring 
its obligations to its citizens, and with foreign donors likely to take one step back with 
their financial aid. With all of that needing immediate attention it might be the case 
that the government will have to negotiate a deal that will indeed reward Riek Machar’s 
unconstitutional and deadly political actions, at least until 2015. Any temptations that 
the current government leaders might have to punish Mr. Machar could well be the start 
of unraveling of the gains the country has made since its independence.

What the people of South Sudan now need is shelter, hospitals, schools, roads and clean 
water. These services have hardly existed for over the last sixty years in which Sudan 
has been at war with itself. The lack of infrastructure has serious consequences for the 
economic development and rebuilding of South Sudan. In the most serious way, Southern 
Sudan doesn’t have a transportation network. The whole network of roads measures 
around 13,000 km, of which only 4,000 are available throughout the year, due to the 
rainy season, again, out of which only 100 km are paved in the Juba capital. What does 
this lack of infrastructure mean? First of all, it means little or no control of the territory 
and population. Limited mobility of the security forces, for example, means they are un-
able to react promptly and effectively in case of local conflicts or very serious offenses. If 
we look carefully above, that means most of the country. The humanitarian situation in 
South Sudan has deteriorated rapidly since fighting broke out in mid-December, causing 
not only the loss of life and displacement, but also disrupting agricultural development 
and humanitarian activities crucial to the survival and future livelihoods of millions. 
The impacts on diversified livelihoods in four of South Sudan’s ten states are generating 
an alarming risk of food insecurity and malnutrition. “Even before the recent fighting, 
which has displaced more than 352,000 people, an estimated 4.4 million people were 
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already expected to be facing food insecurity in South Sudan in 2014. Of those, 830,000 
were estimated to be facing acute food insecurity,” said Dominique Burgeon, Director 
of FAO’s Emergency and Rehabilitation Division.

And this is also caused by lack of infrastructure and institutions. An estimated 78 per-
cent of South Sudan’s rural population relies on various aspects of agriculture for their 
livelihoods, including cropping, livestock, forestry, fisheries and agriculture-related wage 
labor. The conflict is affecting the major supply routes, displacing traders and leading to 
rising food and fuel prices, along with the breakdown of local markets which are crucial 
to rural farmers, fishers, and livestock-dependent populations. But here there is another 
problem: of the 90% of fertile land, of which over half were classified as first-hand, 
only 1-2% is cultivated; most of the population still practicing subsistence agriculture 
motivated firstly by the difficulty to access markets and secondly because of the weak 
production that generates a very small amount of surplus. As for cattlemen, progress 
collides with long-lasting traditions. A staggering percentage of 60% of South Sudan 
population is represented by cattlemen who do not even take into account the economic 
considerations of their work; for them the number of animals is considered a source of 
social status. A problem immediately arises: if everyone only produces for their own 
consumption, what happens with the markets? Nothing! A “nothing” that translates 
into the inability to impose taxation for this activity. This means that the population of 
the ten South Sudan states will wait for the 2% of oil revenues promised by the CPA. 

Another problem is that there is only limited activity at the track 2 and track 3 peace-
building levels. The civil society in the South has been under the control of the SPLM/A 
for quite long. Since the SPLM/A is mainly a military movement, the civil society has to 
generally conform to its codes of conduct. There were no effective civil society groups 
in the liberated areas until 1996 when the SPLM/A accepted a dialog with the churches 
and sat down to draw lines of responsibilities. At that same time pressure was mounted 
by the international community on the movement to not only establish a civil admin-
istration in the liberated areas but to allow the traditional civil society structures such 
as the traditional courts to operate. 

Sometimes the civil society has been manipulated by the SPLM/A and by the different 
militia groups. They have been mobilized and used by these leaders to achieve their self-
interests. This was apparent when the leadership of SPLM/A was hit by a crisis in the 
early ‘90s. There were devastating fights between the different tribal groups, instigated 
by the SPLM/A leaders almost in all parts of the South. It was then that the churches, 
assisted by the international community, intervened with peacebuilding and conflict 
transformation programs, so that this phenomenon was somehow minimized. Recently, 
civil society groups mushroomed in the SPLM/A liberated areas. Some of their activities 
helped in making peace among the communities which lived in hostilities for quite a 
long period of time, while other CSOs deal with skills and capacity building. The New 
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Sudan Council of Churches (NSCC) has successfully used the traditional mechanisms 
for conflict resolution in the People to People Peace Process that resolved the long-
standing feuds between the Nuer and Dinka tribes in both Bahr el Ghazal and Upper 
Nile regions. This process involved traditional leaders. Though most of the civil society 
groups in the South are new, they have already played a significant role in influencing 
the peace discussions that ended in the CPA by making presentations to the parties on 
issues such as inclusion of human rights in the CPA. Currently the International NGOs 
and CSOs in the South are carrying out civic education trainings in governance and good 
governance, democracy and participation in public live, human rights, rule of law, gen-
der etc. During the war in Sudan,none of the parties could militarily win straight away. 

This new conflict and its consequences are neither about Salva Kiir or Riak Machar, nor 
about the Dinkas or the Nuers; after all, there are more than 50 different ethnicities 
within the b orders of South Sudan and out of the eleven politicians who were arrested 
following the coup attempt but now released, six are Dinkas, two Nuers, while the re-
maining three are from different ethnic groups. It is about a continuous political struggle 
for power and resources between charismatic tribe leaders who use their tribes and 
influence to their own bene it. 
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