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Darfur 

Background: 

Darfur has been plagued with violence and turmoil since 2003 and there seems to be no 

end in sight. There are numerous aspects that lead up to the eruption of conflict in the area 

including tensions between pastoralists and sedentaries, ethnic tensions, porous borders, and 

political unrest. The traditional land tenure system, Hakura, entailed the division of land among 

tribes such as the Fur, Malait, and Zaghawa. However, there were nomadic groups like the 

camel-owning Abbala and cattle herding Baqqara that relied upon customary rights. For the most 

part, sedentary tribes are non-Arabic and the nomadic tribes are Arabic. Clashes between the 

pastoralists and the farmers began occurring in 1980’s when a drought struck Darfur. Available 

grazing land began to shrink and disagreements about whether or not to follow traditional 

arrangements increased in prevalence. In 1987, these clashes lead to approximately 3,000 deaths 

and hundreds of villages being destroyed. Politically, the Arab tribes received support from the 

Sudanese Central Government.  

As seen in the conflicts between pastoralists and sedentaries, the ruling elite of Sudan 

marginalized and manipulated ethnic groups. National policies centered around creating an Arab 

and Islamist national identity. Sharia law was practiced throughout the country no matter what 

religion one practiced and non-Muslims were seen as second-class citizens in the eyes of Muslim 

citizen. This forged new tensions in the southern region of Sudan where the inhabitants were 

largely non-Arab and non-Muslim. Sudan’s surrounding nations were also plagued with 

conflicted during the 1980’s and the ethnically entwined border of Sudan and Chad resulted in 

Darfur being used as a base for Chadian factions. Some members for the Islamist legion, an 
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offensive in Chad created by Libyan politician Muammar Gaddafi, were recruited from the 

pastoralists of Darfur. Even after the legion was defeated, some of the members from Darfur 

came back with the mentality that Arabs were superior to other ethnic groups.  

The Sudanese People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) slowly began gaining power throughout 

the late 1980’s and fought for a “New Sudan”. In response, the National Islamic Front (NIF), an 

organization who aimed to have an Islamist Sudan, overthrew Sadiq Al-Mahdi and then purged 

thousands of secular people as well as torturing and killing their opponents. Peace negotiations 

were held between the Sudanese government and the SPLA, but the Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement (CPA) signed in 2005 failed to appease all regional issues. During the peace 

negotiations which began in 2003, the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) and the Justice and 

Equality Movement (JEM) were formed. These rebel groups both wish for Darfur to have greater 

autonomy and for the political and economic power of Sudan properly distributed.  

Rebels attacked el-Fashir airport and military equipment in April 2003 which can be 

accounted for as the spark of the Darfur conflict. Khartoum armed and funded the Janjaweed, 

Arab militias, who have been linked to the burning and looting of villages as well as the murder, 

rape, and torture of Sudanese civilians. At this point in the conflict, it is unknown exactly how 

much government funding is going into the janjaweed. An estimated 480,000 Sudanese civilians 

have died as a result of this conflict and approximately 2.8 million have been displaced mainly 

throughout Sudan and Chad. Any claims made about these high numbers or a genocide are 

disregarded by Khartoum who claims there have only been about 10,000 deaths.  
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UN Involvement: 

 It took the United Nations over a year to act on the situation in Darfur because the peace 

negotiations between the Sudanese government and the SPLA offered false hope for the country 

and the international community. On March 25, 2004, the United Nations Security Council’s 

(UNSC) presidents Akram and Kasuri released statement S/PRST/2004/18 which called for the 

Janjaweed to be disarmed by the Sudanese government. The African Union expanded their 

presence within Darfur to over 3,500 peacekeepers and monitors in October 2004. Resolution 

1590 was adopted by the UNSC on March 24, 2005 which established the United Nations 

Mission in Sudan (UNMIS). An approximate 10,000 personnel were to be sent into Sudan in 

order to support the implementation of the CPA and to assist displaced civilians.  

A major advancement in the international community’s involvement with Darfur was 

made on July 31, 2007 when the UNSC adopted Resolution 1769. This resolution mandated the 

establishment of “an AU/UN Hybrid operation in Darfur (UNAMID)” which now acts as the 

largest peacekeeping mission in the entire world. There are numerous purposes to the mission 

including humanitarian aid, protection of civilians, monitoring and implementing agreements, 

and simply reporting on the situation. The approved budget for the mission is $1,102,164,700 

USD. As of March 2016 there are over 20,000 personnel working for the mission and 

approximately 200 patrols are being conducted per day. China, Germany, Iran, and Egypt are just 

a few of the countries providing military and police personnel for UNAMID. So far, there have 

only been 232 personnel from the mission killed in Darfur. 

 Although the UN and the AU have been diligently working together to create a lasting 

peace in Sudan, there are concerns surrounding the personnel working for the mission. Three 
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buses full of displaced residents from Darfur were being transported by AU peacekeepers on 

March 24, 2013. Five trucks approached and armed rebels boarded the buses and instructed the 

drivers to follow their vehicles. Once the displaced had been taken to the rebel stronghold their 

possessions such as cell phones, clothes, and money were taken. Beatings of the Sudanese 

civilians occurred over the next six days before being released to the International Committee of 

the Red Cross. It was reported by the victims that they were “handed over without a fight” and 

“the UN soldiers [were] flashing thumbs up signs at to the kidnappers.” This kidnapping leads to 

the questioning of whether or not the mission’s personnel are truly protecting internationally 

displaced persons (IDPs) and if they are attempting to complete the mission’s goals. 

 It hasn’t just been the UN working within Darfur, there have also been various NGOs 

assisting with the relief effort. Active working NGOs include Care International, International 

Committee of the Red Cross, Oxfam International, and Save the Children. Care International 

focuses on building and maintaining water storage in Sudan as well as providing food and 

medical supplies to camps throughout Darfur and three in Chad. The Red Cross has expended 

137,411 KCHF to supply hospitals and physical rehabilitation centers. Currently, Oxfam 

International has provided 350,000 civilians of South Sudan with clean water as well as 

information on correct hygiene practice. Another 340,000 civilians have been provided with food 

aid and livelihood supplies such as fuel or income support. Save the Children has protected over 

17,000 Sudanese children from harm and they have also provided over 24,000 families with food 

aid. Despite the help of the international community, conflict in Darfur continues on and no end 

is seen in the near future.  
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Questions to Consider: 

1. What are the causes of the conflict in Darfur? Have they been appeased or can they be 

appeased? 

2. Who is being affected by the violence in Darfur? How are they being affected? How 

many have been affected? 

3. What is happening to IDPs? Where are they mainly located? Are they migrating 

anywhere else? 

4. What actions have the UN and the international community taken to bring an end to the 

conflict? What roles are NGOs playing in the relief effort? How are the Sudanese group 

involved in the conflict responding to international involvement? 

5. Are the actions of the international community effective or ineffective? How can they be 

expanded upon or revised?  
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