
Demands

Immediate  
suspension of all 
hostile action

Grant humanitarian 
actors access  
to the civilian  
population

Support regional 
reconciliation  
processes

Renew and  
implement  
mandate of the  
UN Peace Mission
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In April, Toby Lanzer, Humanitarian Coor-

dinator of the United Nations Peace Mis-

sion in South Sudan, urgently called on 

the warring factions to agree to a cease-

fire. Lanzer said that people had to be 

able to move freely and without fear of 

violence. In order to seek asylum in one 

of the neighbouring countries. In order 

to tend to their livestock. But also, and 

above all, to till their fields. April and May 

are the months that count in the region if 

a harvest is to be brought in later on. For 

even if people can escape the violence – 

they cannot evade the hunger in the com-

ing months. 

And yet the food situation had not been 

that unfavourable for many South Su-

danese before the atrocities broke out 

in December 2013. The good rainy sea-

son in the previous year had given cause 

for optimistic forecasts for the country, 

90 per cent of whose population live on 

farming and animal husbandry. Experts 

predicted low and stable prices for staple 

foods. For the first time, trade with the 

country’s neighbour Sudan was to grow. 

And whereas in October 2012, almost 

half of the population had been classified 

as food insecure, their share had dropped 

to just one third only a year later (FAO/

WFP).

The conflict has dashed 

these prospects. And 

an end to it is not re-

ally in sight. In April, 

the warring parties had 

categorically rejected 

a proposed ceasefire, 

and according to South 

African UN High Com-

missioner for Human 

Rights Navi Pillay, they 

had appeared to be 

quite unmoved by the misery their people 

were suffering. Now, it remains to be seen 

whether the May peace agreement can re-

ally give rise to hope. Only two days after 

its signing, newspapers were again report-

ing hostile action. 

Doubts about a last-

ing, peaceful reso-

lution appear justi-

fied, for the causes 

of the conflict are 

deeply rooted. 

Oil reserves 
and corruption

Sudan has been fa-

miliar with violence 

and military conflict 

ever since it gained independence from 

the United Kingdom in 1956. Deprivation 

of partial autonomy granted to South Su-

dan in 1972 was one of the factors trig-

gering the civil war in 1983. Since then, 

various peace processes have taken place, 

but lasting peace has not been achieved. 

In Darfur, in the west of the country, main-

ly Arab militia groups supporting the gov-

ernment continue to fight against non-Ar-

ab communities, although the majority 

of clashes now rage between the militia 

groups themselves. And while the last war 

between the North and the South officially 

ended with a peace agreement in 2005, 

tension still prevails, fuelled also by accu-

sations of the South backing rebel groups 

in the country’s North – and vice versa. 

However, it is undisputed that competi-

tion for natural resources determines the 

conflict. 
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In May 2014, South Sudan’s President Salva Kiir and former Vice-President Riek Machar, 

who is now the leader of the opposition, signed a peace agreement – for the second time 

this year. Among the provisions of the agreement are an end to hostilities, the formation of a 

transitional government and early new elections. Within next to no time, the violence that had 

erupted in South Sudan’s capital in late 2013 turned the country into a political, economic 

and humanitarian disaster. Well over a million people have been displaced by hostile action, 

while just below 300,000 refugees have left South Sudan. Around five million people – almost 

half of the population – now have to rely on humanitarian aid. The present supply situation is 

catastrophic and threatens to worsen as the rainy season sets in.

“People are  
constantly on  

the run.”
– Kelvin Shingles,  

Country Director, South Sudan

Internally displaced people waiting for aid in 
the province of Bahr El Ghazal, South Su-
dan; Photo: Daniel Pilar

First the machetes, then hunger
The civil war in South Sudan

Map: NordNordWest/Wikipedia

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/de/legalcode



Eighty per cent of the total oil reserves 

in the two states is in South Sudanese 

territory. The country has no ports of its 

own and therefore depends on exporting 

its mineral oil via Sudan. However, the 

production of this natural resource will 

be either impossible or at least severely 

cut back for an indeterminable period. 

This is also jeopardising the survival 

of the government in Sudan. It has to 

finance the war in Darfur while, at the 

same time, foreign exchange resources 

are exhausted and the population are 

demonstrating against the abolition of 

food subsidies. Ultimately, revenue from 

the oil industry is more important to the 

Sudanese government than who South 

Sudan happens to be governed by. Con-

trolling the oilfields and pipelines is of 

crucial significance to the elites in both 

countries. Which reveals another prob-

lematic area: financing corruption with 

oil revenue. The international community 

has to ensure that government services 

are not financed from development coop-

eration sources whereas the government 

has its own clientele provided with reve-

nue amounting to billions (Paes, 2014).

Military escalation and ethnic 
division 

On the 9th July 2011, South Sudan was 

founded as an independent country, fol-

lowing the majority of the population 

voting for a breakaway from Sudan in a 

referendum. The eruption of violence in 

December 2013 and the ensuing hu-

manitarian and political crisis show that 

the process of nation-building in South 

Sudan bears a high potential for conflict 

and violence. This is chiefly due to con-

flict among political elites within South 

Sudan’s ruling party, the Sudan People’s 

Liberation Movement (SPLM), to which 

various ethnic groups and factions be-

long. Both sides were struggling side by 

side until independence from Sudan was 

achieved, and now they are fighting each 

other. The contentious issues are differ-

ent views on the political order of the 

state and power being concentrated in the 

hands of a small number of people. 

The government troops also reflect that 

the transition from a military movement 

to a civilian government has not yet tak-

en place. The Sudan People’s Liberation 

Army, SPLA, consists of a number of mi-

litias representing various ethnic groups 

that are not com-

mitted to the gov-

ernment but to their 

respective com-

manders. It simul-

taneously acts as 

South Sudan’s army 

and as the militia of 

the ruling party. But 

without the army 

being depoliticised, 

confidence building 

and the develop-

ment of statehood 

are not possible. However, instead of giv-

ing preference to political solutions, both 

conflict parties have opted for military es-

calation and ethnic division.

Tackling the root causes
In addition to the loss of lives, this spells 

a future for the country in which it will 

not be able to survive without internation-

al relief supplies. The humanitarian dis-

aster will quickly turn into a social and 

economic disaster as vital infrastructure 

is destroyed in the course of military con-

flict. Value chains are being interrupted 

and wages not paid. Markets, hospitals, 

roads and schools have been ruined or 

have had to suspend their services. 

There are critical questions for the in-

ternational community to answer, too. 

Is the establishment and consolidation 

of state structures sufficient to maintain 

peace? Do formal independence, state 

Rebels fighters gather in a village in Upper Nile State,  
South Sudan; © Goran Tomasevic / Reuters
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“I can’t bear  
seeing people  
without hope.”

– Bucay Deng,  
Programme Co-ordinator,  

Welthungerhilfe South Sudan
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structures, free elections and financing of 

schools and hospitals alone automatically 

result in peace? Without the support of 

internal and regional mediation and rec-

onciliation processes addressing the true 

causes of conflicts, attempts to establish 

a stable political order in South Sudan are 

certainly doomed to fail. 

The activities of Welthunger-
hilfe in South Sudan

In such a fragile environment, it is ex-

ceptionally difficult, and also entails a 

considerable risk, for non-governmental 

organisations like Welthungerhilfe to fulfil 

their mandate and help people in extreme 

distress. Financed mainly by various UN 

organisations, it is currently running sev-

en emergency relief projects in the con-

flict areas in the country’s North. Here, 

the chief aspects are supplying internal-

ly displaced people with food, seed and 

tools for agricultural production and camp 

management. Further emergency relief 

projects are being planned. However, with 

civil war raging, development-oriented 

measures cannot be carried out at the 

moment. But there are plans to create the 

foundations for medium- and long-term 

developments in the project regions. For 

this purpose, existing links with partners, 

local authorities, and other institutions 

are also being maintained and extended 

as far as possible.
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Demands

 � Welthungerhilfe calls on the 

armed conflict parties to stop the 

killing of civilians and grant in-

ternational humanitarian actors 

unconditional and unhindered ac-

cess to the civilian population in 

the conflict zones. 

 � The conflict parties are requested 

to respect without exception the 

peace settlements negotiated in 

Addis Ababa on the 23rd January 

2014 and on the 9th May 2014 

and push the conflict towards a 

political solution. 

 � Germany and Europe are called 

upon to support the political 

moves of the African regional or-

ganisations and urge that in the 

context of renewing the mandate 

for the United Nations Peace Mis-

sion (UNMISS), the protective 

role for the civilian population be 

extended and, should the need 

arise, the Federal Republic pro-

vide more Federal Army soldiers, 

police and equipment assistance.

 � Germany and Europe ought to 

consider imposing sanctions such 

as refusal of entry or freezing of 

assets on those responsible in the 

political elites of South Sudan.
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