
South Sudanese Civil War 
Background: 

Over a million people have been displaced in South Sudan as a result of the ongoing 

conflict, known as the South Sudanese Civil War. The conflict is between the government and 

rebel forces, the government side supporting President Salva Kiir and the other side consisting of 

rebel soldiers who are loyal to former Vice President Riek Machar. Machar is now the rebel 

leader of South Sudan. Additionally, Sudan and the new country South Sudan have had an 

immense amount of struggle. 

 In the past, Sudan (previous to the split into two independent countries) has faced 

decades of civil war and turmoil. South Sudan was not an official country until the 27th of April, 

2016; however, it had received its independence from Sudan on the 9th of July, 2011. There has 

been two long-lasting civil wars in Sudan - the First Sudanese Civil War (1955-1972), and the 

Second Sudanese Civil War - which were only approximately ten years apart. The second civil 

war (1983-2005) resulted in the split into Sudan and South Sudan, however the division was six 

years after the war had actually ended. It is believed that the Second Sudanese Civil War was a 

continuation of the previous First Sudanese Civil War. These two civil wars combined killed 

about 2.5 million people as a result of famine, disease, and war casualties; many of those killed 

were not armed combatants. Hundreds of thousands were displaced in the First Sudanese Civil 

War and an estimated four million were displaced in the Second Sudanese Civil War. As 

displayed by past occurrences, the possible magnitude of the present South Sudanese Civil War 

is frightening. 



 Although the South Sudanese Civil War began only approximately three years ago, 

50,000 have died and 1.6 million have already been displaced, and according to the Council on 

Foreign Relations, the conflict is only worsening. Peace talks initiated in 2015 and a ceasefire 

was put in place; however, the ceasefire has been repeatedly violated by both sides. Ethnic 

differences have also split rebels and government - which generates even more fear over a 

possibility of genocide and mass killings - which have occurred previously in the Second 

Sudanese Civil War.  The Dinka ethnic group supports President Salva Kiir, and the Nuer ethnic 

group supports the former Vice President Machar. To add, these are the two largest  ethnic 

groups in the country. According to the Council of Foreign Relations, as a result of ethnic 

conflict, the “armed groups have targeted civilians along ethnic lines, committed rape and sexual 

violence, destroyed property and looted villages, and recruited children into their ranks.” As a 

result of the South Sudanese Civil War, human rights are being violated and more child soldiers 

are being created. The civil war escalates other issues and tensions continue to rise, creating 

more overall damage to South Sudan. 

 One financial factor that affects South Sudan and escalate the situation further is the 

country’s development. South Sudan is one of the least developed regions in the world; however, 

the country is rich in oil. Hypothetically, the oil industry should be a prominent way to develop 

South Sudan, but there is corruption in the industry. There are strategically placed battles to take 

oil fields so that the revenue can be taken in and go to the side that controls each field. In turn, 

more communities are also displaced.  

 Another issue that has arisen because of the civil war is the food crisis in South Sudan. 



Regardless, food had previously been in shortage, but violence has prevented farmers and 

workers in agriculture from harvesting crops. The UN Security Council declared South Sudan’s 

food crisis the worst in the world. It warned that approximately four million people—a third of 

South Sudan’s population—could be without food. 

 In addition, media is limited and thus education of the international community is limited. 

Armed groups and legal institutions prevent free reporting. Journalists that write against the 

government risk their careers because of government seizure and authorized disruption of 

distribution. TV and electricity do not aid in citizens’ education either because of the lack of 

development. As a result, the general awareness of the public is limited. 

UN Involvement: 

The UN has been working to dissolve the conflict in South Sudan. The UN’s involvement 

began in 2005, after the Second Sudanese Civil War. The involvement began with the creation of 

a six year peace plan in Sudan, called the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA), lasting from 

2005-2011. This agreement ended over twenty years of war. Despite South Sudan resolving a 

second civil war and becoming its own nation in 2011, the UN realized that there still was 

imminent danger in the near future. Security Council Resolution 1966 stated that international 

peace and security was at risk in South Sudan in 2011. Since that statement in Resolution 1966, 

the UN has taken steps to deescalate the conflict. The UN has its own initiative for South Sudan, 

known as the United Nations Mission in the Republic of South Sudan, or UNMISS.  The goal of 

UNMISS is to “consolidate peace and security, and establish conditions for development. 

Security Council Resolution 2155 in 2014 reinforced the necessity of the UNMISS and its 

requirement for humanitarian assistance and security. Resolution 2132 gave UNMISS the power 



to cope with the size of the issue, as it has grown to have massive implications. This power was 

raised by giving more police and personnel. The number of personnel was increased to a total of 

12,500 and 1,323 police. The UNMISS does daily air and ground patrols in order to protect 

civilian areas and to keep the number of displaced persons down. Though sounding promising, 

reports of “extreme failure” have reported. In February 2016, an investigation occurred because 

of fighting and death in a Protection of Civilians (POC) camp. Eighteen were found dead, along 

with MSF workers in a supposed safe zone that shelters 50,000 civilians. The UN 

Secretary-General has allowed these personnel numbers for up to a one year period, following a 

post-evaluation, determined by political negotiations. However, the mandate of the UNMISS has 

expired and will need to be renewed as of 30 May 2016. The numbers of personnel and police 

will very likely increase, should the mandate be approved. 

The UN has placed sanctions on some individuals in South Sudan. These sanctions are in 

place because these individuals are impeding peace negotiations. The names of the individuals 

are unreleased, however as of 31 May 2016, the sanctions have been extended. With the 

extended sanctions, a recommendation to create a coalition government was requested, however 

there still is large amounts of work necessary to reach peace negotiations.  

Questions to Consider: 

1. How does the conflict put food security at risk? How can food be insured to the civilians 

of South Sudan? 

2. How does the conflict’s implications apply to the economy? How are the rebel controlled 

oil fields causing economic decline? 

3. Is it possible to give media more freedom in South Sudan? 



4. How can development continue while the conflict ensues? Is the UNMISS still a helpful 

initiative? 

5. How can a coalition government work for South Sudan? Is it possible that President 

Salva Kiir and former Vice President Riek Machar can work together once more? 
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