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Editorial

This fifth issue of P@x is devoted to Sudan. The peace
accords of January 9th 2005 brought an end to the war
fought in Africa’s biggest country since its independence
in 1956, that opposed the Arab government of the North,
controlled by a small elite, to the mainly Christian and
animist impoverished and resource stripped South. These
accords, a landmark in an equally long peace process, are
ambitious. The possibility of secession of the South,
through a referendum to be held after six years of
national unity government, is foreseen for the first time,
together with other protocols concerning power and
resource sharing between both parts. But Sudan lives an
uncertain peace, challenged by the genocidal violence in
Darfur and a growing instability in the East, with
difficulties in an effective implementation of the
accords. The conflict in Darfur involving, since 2003,
Muslim populations and rebel groups from the region and
the janjaweed armed militias supported by the
government, made the peace scenario extremely fragile.
Notwithstanding external pressures, the absence of
international consensus on what to do in Darfur and the
lack of will of the Sudanese government in controlling
the militia and providing security to the population led to
a huge humanitarian crisis that has caused over 100.000
deaths and more than 2 million refugees and internally
displaced people. In the East the growing instability
threatens the government’s control over one of the
country’s wealthiest regions in resources, where some of
the poorest peoples of Sudan live.

These conflicts are therefore the consequence of a
strategy - led to extremes by al-Bashir’s dictatorship
since 1989 - of political and economic marginalisation of
these populations, whose ethnic, religious and cultural
diversity has been ignored. The agreement with the
South did bring new perspectives of a more prosperous
future to the populations devastated by war, but it also
seems to have contributed to the awakening of similar
aspirations in other regions of the country.

In this issue, the insights of Margarida Calafate Ribeiro
and the experience of Carlos Veloso enlarge our
knowledge about Sudan’s complex history, about the
enrooted causes of its conflicts and about what has been
done to overcome them. They endow us, above all, with
further arguments to keep on believing that, despite all
the challenges, conflicts aren’t inevitable and that peace
is possible.

Daniela Nascimento
School of Economics
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Khartoum, Port-Sudan, Juba, Geneina or the cardinal

points of a complex geography

When we look at the vast territory occupied
by Sudan on the map of Africa, at the many
countries with which it shares borders, we
understand its matriarchal duplicity. Located
at the edges of the African and Arab world,
colonised by Egypt under British protectorate
and having achieved the status of modern State
with its independence in 1955, Sudan is often
considered a vaguely ‘Islamicized” African
country. However, it prefers to be officially
seen as an Arab country located in Africa.

With an area of 2.5 million Km2 (five times
the size of France) and an estimated
population of 33,61 million (IMF estimative),
Sudan is in fact the biggest country of Africa
and of the Arab world. With Arabic as the main
language in the North, English as the main
language in the South, and over 115 tribal
languages throughout the country’s regions, it
is also one of the most complex countries to
describe. This is not only due to its ethnic,
religious, linguistic and cultural diversity, but
also because of the complex and delicate
political puzzle that shapes it. Although the
country was described in some articles from
the 1960s as Africa’s most likely center of grain
production, and in spite of significant
agricultural production in the central-eastern
part of the country, today Sudan faces a
devastating humanitarian crisis in the region of
Darfur. This is a crisis that goes beyond the
concept of war; instead it is known as
genocide. It is a crisis that goes beyond a
situation of food insecurity; here, famine
strikes many different layers of the population.
In the same somewhat paradoxical way, Sudan
maintains a peace accord with the South, after
one of Africa’s longest wars - from
independence until 2004, with a significant
(though not absolute) break over between 1972
and 1983 - while at the same time, starting one
of the region’s most violent wars, in Darfur.
This war officially began in 2003, but in fact it
has a much longer historical background of
discrimination and persecution, which extends
politically, socially and economically to
neighbouring countries Chad and Libya.

Sudan’s long civil war produced a total of
around 2 million deaths and 4 million displaced
people. To describe this experience as a
conflict between the Muslim and Arab North
and the animist, Christian and African South
would make it easier to understand - it would
meet the usual expectations of a conflict

between civilizations. The same goes for
Darfur: a rushed interpretation finds a conflict
between Arabs and Africans or, according to
other social and economic parameters -- which
also have some ethnic lines -- between shepherds
and farmers, between nomad and sedentary
populations.

Without a doubt, all over Sudan (not just in
the South or Darfur), there is a tension between
the different pieces of this ethnic and religious
mosaic; that is, a tension between Muslim Arabs
and Christian Arabs, Muslim Africans and
Christian Africans, between Arabs and Africans,
between nomad and sedentary populations,
between northerners and southerners, and
between the several tribes that populate the
territory. This tense coexistence become
unbalanced when one of the identities -
religious, ethnic or of livelihood - is valued or
even overvalued, to the detriment of another. It
is important to understand that this does not
happen by itself. At the root of such imbalances
there are always external factors, which are
fundamental to people’s lives: drought; with the
lack of harvests, scarcity of resources; rupture of
traditional livelihoods and consequent market
disturbances; insecurity of communications; war
in neighbouring areas, and abandonment of a
certain region or people by the central
government. Khartoum, with its multiple
churches of all beliefs existing side by side, is a
good example of this tense, centuries-long
coexistence. But Khartoum is also na example of
a non-democratic central government,
particularly authoritarian and belligerent. To
start, the government is led by General Omar
Hassan al-Beshir - in power after a state-
sponsored coup in June 1989, followed by an
opportune cohabitation with the Islamist leader
Hassan Al-Tourabi, excluded from power in 1999,
by a palatial coup) that had been led by the
president himself. The Khartoum regime is an
expression of a harmful symbiosis between the
remnants of the political Islam experience first
seen in the late 80s and early 90s, and the
characteristic authoritarianism of the Arab or
African dictatorships[1]. Thus, the many
components of the struggles in Sudan are also a
strong expression of the conflictual contestation
between a non-democratic and non-dialoguing
central government and a set of peripheral
groups/regions from many parts of the country,
which are often more connected with other
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bordering countries than with the centre
that theoretically governs them, but that in
fact abandons them. Neglect of the South is
many faceted. It is characterised by absolute
economic disinvestment over thirty years, as
stated recently by a UN high official who
complained about the huge difficulty of
accessing populations, due to the almost
complete lack of communication. It is
characterised by cultural disinvestment, with
the transfer of the University of Juba, the
historical capital of the South, to Khartoum.
Also human disinvestment, brought about by
the death and displacement of millions of
people searching for a better life, in the vast
refugee camps of the northern Kenya or
emigrating to Khartoum, or to the neighbouring
or Gulf countries. And finally, disinvestment of
identities, caused by allowing the region’s
cultural and economic fabric to be penetrated
by a constant affirmation of Kenyans -
overwhelming in some sectors and with traces
of colonialism - who control most of the
economy and other possible development
sectors that impact development in the region.
Historically, economically and politically,
Darfur has been abandoned. Historically, this
has occurred from colonial times, through the
successive Sudanese governments, particularly
after the devastating drought of 84/85. This
drought destroyed most of the region’s
agricultural and pastoral land. It also made
communication difficult and the paths to local
markets and the roads to Chad, Egypt and
Libya insecure. This made it nearly impossible
for this fragile economy to export camels and
labour, and men from Darfur wound up going
to Libya to work in the oil fields[2]. Social and
economic abandonment of Darfur occurred
through the predictable harvest failures,
market failures and the failure of population to
access natural resources. Political
abandonment of Darfur occurred by investing
in the civil war with the South and allowing,
among other things, the latent conflict in Chad
and between Chad and Libya to also take place
in Darfur. Further, the political negotiations
between the many factions that were involved
in tense struggles for access to the sparse
resources over the 90s were also abandoned,
and the government also never responded to
attempts at dialogue made by those who would
become the leaders of the rebel movements,
the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) and the
Justice and Equality Movement (JEM). These
movements were comprised essentially of
elements from African sedentary tribes, like
the Fur, the Zaghawa and the Masalit,

who declared from the outset that they weren’t
fighting the Arabs specifically, but rather years
of abandonment and marginalisation. In
response, these politically unsophisticated
movements, born of a struggle for survival, were
met with the military muscle of the state Armed
Forces, and with the stimulation and
manipulation of ethnic tensions and livelihoods
(between farmers and shepherds). The final blow
inflicted by the government was to arm Arab
militias tasked with wiping out African
populations that had supported the rebel
movements. This eminently warlike policy led to
the dislodgment of around two million civilians,
as well as the death of at least 50,000 people,
and the total destruction of hundreds of villages.
It also led to abuses of all sorts and,
consequently, the destruction of the fragile
economic fabric, producing one of the greatest
humanitarian crises of the African continent, as
it became known in televised reports. The cease-
fire agreement between the government and the
Darfur forces, signed in April 2004, was a
cmplete failure, as was the one signed in
November of that same year. This is because
violence was, by that point, already out of
control, and because a huge influs of desperate
people struggling to survive were moving to
refugee camps in Chad or to internal
displacement camps under the protecton of the
United Nations with aid from several
humanitarian organisations. Thus, in the same
year the international community mourned the
ten year anniversary of the Rwandan genocide by
swearing “Never again”, news broke of a large-
scale genocide in Darfur, that had occurred with
the support of the Sudanese government. One
really compelling question is the following: who
actually supports this central government, which
seems internally devoid of a social base, and has
brought about a long war in the South and
stimulated violence and insecurity in Darfur?
According to some analysts, namely Ali Ali-Dinar
in his incisive article “Why Khartoum wants a
war in Darfur”, the war is an essential
instrument to sustain this regime. The war keeps
the support base of this government - that is,
the military - quite busy (in the true meaning of
the term): it provides them with work, makes
them richer, and strokes their military pride,
which had been shaken by the peace accord with
the South, by strengthening the party that
supports them. At the same time, this same
government allows for the declaration of states
of emergency, the passage of restrictive laws,
and postpones elections that would surely shake
its power. It is clear that the armed movements
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of Darfur already have the solidarity and
the seeds of political parties to oppose the
government of Khartoum. The war in Darfur
today, then, is also the silent war of power for
Khartoum.

But it is also important not to ignore the
external support given to this government; this
is where the puzzle becomes more intricate.
This enabled the Sudanese government to
overcome the regional system of power
relations that contain this African subsystem,
which is very permeable to the Middle Eastern
influences, and to open itself to the world of
globalisation as we know it. China is the
biggest investor in the country and the main
trading partner. It dominates the oil business
but also commerce in general, guaranteeing
that the regime in Sudan won’t be bothered by
international organisations. In spite of constant
accusations of human rights violations or
genocide in  Darfur by international
organisations and by the United States, China
protects and supports this government. From
its platform in Sudan, China puts itself forward
as a fundamental player in the region, though
the reach of its influence is as yet
underdetermined.

In addition to these political and social,
national and international factors, the common
denominator underlying the two major
conflicts shaping modern Sudan is the struggle
for natural resources. These resources range
from the most essential -- water - to the most
internationally attractive -- oil. But what is
also at stake here is an ideological and cultural
conflict between a government with
considerable Islamic religious undertones, a
belligerent military expression, and a series of
authoritarian and fragmented rebel
movements. It is not clear whether the latter
are capable of putting forward viable models of
civilian democracy. Not to mention the
educated urban elites, nostalgic of European
and Egyptian influence, or eager to replicate
the Gulf countries’ models, in detriment to the
new Chinese partners, with whom they share
no cultural or political identification.

Land, water and oil are the axes on which
the economic problems and struggles rest. On
the one hand, these three elements bring the
Sudan closer to the Gulf countries and allow for
the overwhelming entry of China, Malaysia and
India into the Sudanese economic fabric. But,
on the other hand, they also separate it from
its former colonial power, Egypt -- one of the
greatest economic and cultural investors in the
country -- because of the need to revise the

agreement on the Nile waters dating from 1959.
This agreement, of clearly colonial contours,
establishes that Egypt is entitled to a minimum
of 55.5bn cu meters of water per year, as
opposed to 18,5bn cu meters for Sudan.

But land, water and oil -- the three axes of
discord -- could also be axes of peace for a just
division, fundamentally through international
support for the region’s effective development.
Internally, this is the great unknown within the
peace agreement with the South, signed in
January 2005. The agreement integrated
Southerners in the central government, after a
long negotiations process, which was observed by
the United States, Italy and IGAD (the Inter-
Governmental Authority on Development), a
group of seven countries (Djibouti, Eritrea,
Ethiopia, Sudan, Somalia, Uganda and Kenya)
fundamental to ensure the regional policy
committed to war and, now, to peace. The
recent death of John Garand, historical leader of
SPLA, in a helicopter crash in north Uganda,
shook this fragile agreement, which was again
immediately supported by the international
community. The agreement was more dear to the
international community, particularly the Unites
States, than to the Sudanese -- and specifically
to some of its cultural and financial elites, which
are closely connected to the Islamic political
blocks that established themselves in the country
through a tenuous relationship with the
government and the Sudanese emigrant
communities in the Arabic peninsula. The
agreement was to be an example, opening the
way to peace talks in Darfur. John Garang, a
former guerrilla, historically opposed to the
Khartoum government, and an internationally
recognised leader, was expected to play a
leading role in the peace talks. It is undoubtedly
up to the Southerners in the coalition
government to choose the best path to bring this
hard negotiation to good terms. The last
meetings were held last December under the
auspices of the OUA, in Nigeria. These resulted
in a committed agenda that essentially aims at a
humanitarian cease-fire and a proper cease-fire,
which would open the way to re-establish
security, and work towards social reintegration.
The timetable for implementing these
agreements is not likely to be long, but this
agenda could represent and important first step.
After all, peace in Darfur is essential not only to
the people of Darfur, but to all bordering regions
including the south of Sudan, Chad, Libya or the
Central African Republic, Egypt, Ethiopia,
Eritrea, Uganda, Somalia and others. All the
countries in this part of Africa oscillate between
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the region’s own dynamics, the convulsions
in the Middle East, and the emerging powers of
a galloping globalisation led by India and China,
which act in a sometimes open dispute with
the United States.

One thing is clear: Sudan will continue to
defy political analysts. It has almost never
known a time of peace or democracy. It has
only six years to implement the peace process
with the South, in the shadows of a possible
division if Southern voters decide against unity
in a referendum set for 2011. There is also the
humanitarian crisis in Darfur, which will have
devastating effects for many years to come.
Sudan has a non-democratic belligerent
government with an Islamic slant, now shaped
by exchanges with a former rebel movement
that is both largely Christian and quite
authoritarian. It also has China as its main
investor and most important political partner in
international organisations. The financial
sector is dominated by the so-called “religious
economy”, led by the great Islamic banks. And
last but certainly not least, Sudan plays a key
role in moving towards urgently-needed
stability in the region.

Over 70% of the Sudanese work in
agriculture, while around 30% of the youth are
under ten years of age. Most people have
relatively precarious access to health and
education. The population of Sudan will, for
many years, be in need of international aid, as
reflected in the budgets of the many
humanitarian and development organizations
based in Khartoum. This will become especially
relevant if the exceptional, but socially
asymmetric, economic growth of the country
(12% per year) isn’t used to correct the huge
geographic, social and political inequalities in
the Sudan. It is clear that the way forward is
not to continue with 90% of the country’s
wealth concentrated among 10% of its
population; nor can we continue to expect
international agencies to solve the critical
problem of a lack of access to essential goods
experienced by most of the population. These
people are deprived of these basic goods not
only because of their poor economic standing,
but mainly because the lack of roads does not
allow for free movement to trade products.
One of Sudan’s greatest problems today is
accessibility and insecurity in settlements for
displaced people.

The example of Darfur is a good illustration
of the pertinence of this observation. In Darfur,

life as always been hard and for that reason
people have always been on the move, struggling
to survive. From the moment mobility became
impossible due to the lack of security, fragile
economic and social life systems became
disarticulated, and ethnic tensions, ably
orchestrated by the government, broke out. Only
sustained and long-term peace and development,
with serious investment in roads, villages, towns
and, above all, in people and reconciliation, can
provide for the return of people now internally
displaced or in refugee camps -- can allow these
people to have somewhere to return to. Only an
investment in peace and development can create
conditions so that in ten years’ time we won’t
have another Darfur on our hands -- while at the
same time we mourn the tenth anniversary of
one of today’s main humanitarian crisis, once
again swearing “Never again”. As José Luandino
Vieira, an Angolan, said, “We can’t build the
future, but we can fight in the present so that
our future isn’t built by others”.

Margarida Calafate Ribeiro*
Centre for Social Studies

* The author thanks Carlos Veloso and Arif Hussein,
from WFP/Sudan, for their contributions.

[1] On the Islamist experience in Sudan see: Marc Lavergne
and Roland Marchal, “L* Echec de I’Experience Islamiste?”,
Politique Africaine, 65, Mars, 1997, 3-12 (issue dedicated to
Sudan). On the issue of the political Islam see: Roy D’O,
L’Echec de I’lslam Politique, Paris: Seuil, 1994.

[2] The money sent by these emigrants and the exports
income represented a substantial slice of this economy,
deeply shaken with the difficulties that Libya started to
impose: in 2003, with the closure of the north Darfur border,
for security reasons, and in 2004 by the demand of an
expensive ‘health certificate’ to all emigrant workers.

For further information, see:

Julie Flint & Alex de Waal (2005), Darfur - A Short
History of a Long War. London/ Cape City: Zed Books,
David Philip, International African Institute, 2005.
Gérard Prunier (2005), Darfur, the Ambiguous
Genocide. London: Hurst.

Timothy Carney, Victoria Butler and Michael Freeman
(2005), Sudan: the Land and the People. London:
Thames and Hudson.
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Places of war and peace

DARFUR

SRI LANKA

“Le Soudan”, Politique Africaine, n® 66, Junho
1997

http://www.politique-africaine.com/numeros/066 SOM.HTM

Ali Ali-Dinar, “Why Khartoum wants a war in
Darfur?”, SudanTribune, 29/12/2005

(http://www.c-r.org/accord/ang/accord15/index.shtml)

Eric Reeves,
Community has failed to prevent,
genocide”, SudanTribune, 17/12/2005

“Khartoum  Triumphant: Intl
punish

http://www.sudantribune.com/article.php3?id_article=13092

Scott Anderson, “How did Darfur happen?”,
SudanTribune, 17/10/2004

http://www.sudantribune.com/article.php3?id_article=6003

Human Rights Watch, “Entrenching Impunity -
Government Responsibility for International
Crimes in Darfur’, Volume 17, N° 17 (A),
December 2005

http://hrw.org/reports/2005/darfur1205/darfurl205text.pdf

Maria Villellas, "Sri Lanka: ?%una oportunidad
definitiva para la paz?', Unitat d'Alerta, Escola
Cultura de Pau, Fevereiro 2006

http://www.pangea.org/unescopau/img/programas/alerta/art
iculos/06articulo026.pdf

PEACE IN SRI LANKA

http://www.peaceinsrilanka.org/

Goodhand and Khelm (2005), *“Aid, conflict and
peacebuilding in Sri Lanka 2000-2005”, Vol. N° 1 of
Sri Lanka Strategic Conflict Assessment 2005 A Six-
Part Series, The Asia Foundation

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/SRILANKAEXTN/Resources/
SLAidConflictPeace.pdf

NATIONAL PEACE COUNCIL OF SRI LANKA

http://www.peace-srilanka.org/inside.htm

Human Rights Watch, Funding the “Final War” -
LTTE Intimidation and Extortion in the Tamil
Diaspora, Volume 18, N° 1(C), March 2006

http://hrw.org/reports/2006/1tte0306/1tte0306webwcover.pdf

Peace builders

THE WORLD FOOD PROGRAMME - WFP

World Food Programme, How to work with WFP? A Handbook for Non-Governmental Organisations,

December 2005

(http://www.wfp.org/aboutwfp/partners/documents/NGO handbook complete.pdf)

World Food Programme, WFP in Africa. Facts, Figures and Partners, 2005
(http://www.wfp.org/policies/Introduction/other/Documents/pdf/WFP%20in%20Africa%20Briefing%20-%20final%20170106.pdf)

Michael Fleshman, “Fixing the humanitarian aid system”, Africa Renewal, Vol.19 (4), January 2006
(http://www.un.org/ecosocdev/geninfo/afrec/vol19no4/194relief.html)
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INTERVIEW with CARLOS VELOSO*, by Margarida Calafate Ribeiro

The World Food Programme in Sudan

Was Darfur defined as an emergency
operation? What are the criteria used to
define a situation in this way?

Perhaps | can best characterize the
situation in Darfur by using a negative. When
an act of war results in restrictions to freedom
of movement, this has a negative impact on
people’s lives; they no longer have access to
goods, to medical facilities, etc. In arid
regions, access to water is also cut off. In the
context of a fragile economy and precarious
development, based on bartering of goods and
services, freedom of movement immediately
affects the way people live, insofar as their
survival mechanisms are weakened. This
affects children and women first, and the
population in general. To this scenario we must
add the most terrible face of conflict - the
violation of basic human rights, such as
imprisonment without being proven guilty or
disappeared people, rapes of women, and
indiscriminate killing and destroying villages
and goods. A context like this requires very
careful attention. This brings up another
important element, also related to mobility. In
conflict situations, people begin to move to
other locations - whether within the country’s
borders or outside them - in search of security.
These people, then, become uprooted: they
abandoned their way of life, their economic,
family and cultural spaces. This kind of
situation brings about a response from the
international community, through humanitarian
agencies. The response normally begins this
way, that is, through refugees or people who
are internally displaced. This is the starting
point from which we start to see the ravages of
war. We can also calculate the potential
damages the war will have on other people
who were not able to make it to communal
refugee or internal displacement camps.
Normally our operations begin with these large
concentrations, in an effort to expand from
there and reach other people that remain in
their place of origin. In contrast to what most
people usually think, the camp is something
the people themselves create, in places they
consider to be safe. The objective of a
humanitarian intervention is to let people stay
where they are and support them. Ideally,
people stay as close as possible to their place
of origin, because they are nearer to their
environment, and it is possible for them to
produce. When large concentrations of people

begin to form, something essential is being
destroyed and the reconstruction afterwards
takes a long time. But let us be clear: the
security of these people must always be the first
priority. One cannot force people to stay in their
place of origin, nor force people that are in
internal displacement camps to go to back to
their places of origin if they do not feel safe. The
decision to move or not must be absolutely
voluntary. Sometimes this complicates the
situation. War situations are dynamic and an
area that is calm today may not be in four
months time. In spite of many attempts to
sensitize the parties to the conflict,
unfortunately, military objectives and military
strategies often are superimposed over
everything else. And then we become like
firefighters - coming to put out the fire. One of
the most important goals of emergency
humanitarian aid is not to become firefighters.
However, there is always a big chunk of this work
that must be done. But we should try to avoid it.
We need to go before or try to draw attention to
the problem, or use all possible means to
influence the situation so as to avoid certain
ruptures. Our objective is to secure some kind of
peacefulness, a certain security for people
caught in the middle of conflict. Sometimes, in
some conflicts, the presence of unarmed
humanitarian agencies works to dissuade parties
from resorting to armed incursions. This can
guarantee some tranquility.

As you said, it is important not to go just
to put out fires, but to be present before. Prior
to famines is it common to see loss of goods,
cutting off of communications, and restrictions
on movements?

Darfur is a region that since colonial times
has received very little attention, in spite of its
strategic location in the center of Africa. An
emergency intervention is by its very nature
limited in time and in scope. One cannot hope
that in Darfur an emergency intervention - which
is fundamentally to save lives, and to a lesser
degree to sustain lives - will resolve age-old
problems of underdevelopment.

In Darfur life is hard and there are survival
strategies that are typical in the region, based
on commerce and services transactions. Before
the war, part of the population of Darfur had
already emigrated, in Sudan, in Khartoum, and in
agricultural areas in the south of Khartoum, or
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even outside the country, in Liberia and
Saudi Arabia. The income sent by these émigré
workers is an important source of wealth for
the region. The dynamic of war and
international policies - such as cutting off
access to Liberia and Egypt, through which
people passed to get to Saudi Arabia - modified
this transit. In fact, with the war, it was also
no longer safe to travel to Khartoum or to the
south of Khartoum. All this resulted in a
reduction in these remittances. Another
important economic element was trade in
camels. Darfur was the main supplier of camels
from Liberia and from Egypt. During the first
eighteen months of the conflict, this transit
was cut off and this also reduced income. In
addition to these economic impacts, the region
produces a set of products that are not all
related to agriculture; for example, women
make and trade mats. But given the insecurity
in communications the merchants would not
buy, although women continued to produce the
mats, even though there was no one to buy
them. This, as is clear, has profound
implications in the economic situation of the
region and in the daily life of the people living
there.

Is there one clear cause for the conflict in
Darfur or are there many conflated causes?

There are many conflated causes for the
conflict in Darfur, but at this moment | think
that we can identify one main cause, although
theoreticians on Darfur do not agree. At one
point | also disagreed, but today | am more
inclined to be convinced by this idea, based on
much of what | have heard and read. But
before | get into that, let me take a small
aside. The conflict that we see today is not the
first war in Darfur. The drought last year
affected Darfur, and this was also not the first
drought. Normally, it is in drought periods that
conflicts arise, although this all comes within
the package of marginalization and
underdevelopment. But speaking with people
in the field, who are not very sophisticated in
their analyses, we see that there is a clear
problem of environmental degradation. Water
is a serious problem and there are two socio-
economic groups that live side by side and both
need water. One group is made up of farmers;
they might also have cattle or other livestock.
The other peoples are pastoral nomads, which
is not the same thing as saying that they are
Arabs. When they have no water, they go
looking for it. When there is no water for their
pastures, the places with the best pastures are

where the other cultures are. In this way they
centuries-old routes of migration and movement
in response to climatic changes are not
respected and therefore they enter into conflict.

Conflict because they need access to natural
resources. This is one of the factors of conflict.
Another factor that is important in the ongoing
conflict is the attempt of one ethnic group to
dominate another. There were other dry spells
that did not result in conflict, because there was
not external interference; there were not other
agendas, and therefore the mechanisms to
resolve conflicts between the different parties,
tribes and ways of life worked. | refer, for
example, to the drought in the 80s. There is a
mechanism for conflict resolution at the local
level, but if an external element is injected, and
this element is someone who knows the
traditions well, and supports one side and not
the other - this will upset the balance of forces
in the area and conflict erupts. It is interesting
to see today that there are still certain zones in
Darfur where conflict resolution mechanisms
continue to work - or at least where farmers
continue trading with nomads, and nomads
trading with farmers, as good neighbors, without
hostilities. There are other zones in which this
does not occur today, and in fact it is important
to be very aware of this, because some peoples
who were allies a year ago are in confrontation
with each other now. These relationships change
quickly. There is also another characteristic that
is always present: divide and rule.

When you refer to “external elements” are
you talking about the government-armed
militias?

The militias and their weaponry is one thing;
but the whole game is played by surrounding
countries pitting one tribe against another.
Specifically 1 am referring to Chad and Libya.
Even within the SLA there is no unity.
Fundamentally there are the Fur, the Zagawas
and also, important but not so preponderant in
terms of population expression, the Masalit. But
we must also see and analyze the history of the
Sudan, past and recent, which is a history of
unresolved conflicts. From the time of the
Ottomans, conflicts in the Sudan have always
followed pseudo-negotiated resolutions of divide
and conquer. In principal there can be two or
three identified and identifiable groups, but at
the end of some time these groups fight amongst
themselves, and begin to have different agendas
and enter into conflict. All we need to do it look
to the south, to the quantity of militias that exist
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and that jump from one side to another
over time. This principal of divide and rule is a
way of life here.

Do you think that the size of the country
makes things more difficult?

Yes, it is important. Darfur is the size of
France, or when we talk to people from the US,
the size of Texas, and it is located more or less
in the middle of Africa. There are some areas
in Darfur that are equidistant from the Red
Sea, the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean.
One thing is the geographic situation, another
is the size of the country; another is the
quantity and size of the conflicts that develop
simultaneously in the country. Another thing is
oil, and yet another is regional politics, the
space in which Sudan is integrated. There are
constant tensions between Ethiopia and
Eritrea, which have influence within Sudan, the
whole conflict in the Congo, the internal
conflict in Uganda, in the north of Uganda with
the Lords Resistance Army which has a great
deal of influence in the south, and the
situation in Chad, and particularly the way in
which the president of Chad took power and
wants to maintain it. The Zagawas are partly in
Chad, partly in Darfur; and also we cannot
forget Libya, which continues to play a
mediation role here with objectives that we do
not clearly understand. All of this is part of the
puzzle. There are academics who study these
issues and this knowledge is very important for
us. When we delineate our operations, and
when we implement them, we must take all
this into consideration to know how to act and
how to evolve. We do not develop detailed
studies - we leave this to others who help us -
but we have to have the knowledge, because if
not our activities will not bring results. We
must know the territory, know the history of
the region, the personalities, try to perceive
what it is that oriented these figures in the
past, the ideals they defended and defend
now, because all this knowledge allows for an
essential approximation to create humanitarian
space, and try to create, at least, zones of
calm or periods of calm so that humanitarian
aid can be distributed in order to reduce the
people’s suffering.

When you speak of humanitarian space,
are you talking about establishing
negotiations at the government level and at
the local level and then the creation of
refugee camps? Are you referring to
diplomatic work?

There are two fundamental lines of work: one
line has to do with what is not reported in the
media - that for which there are no public
denouncements. In this line we try to make
people in situations of conflict visible, using for
this either the influence of friendly countries, or
through donor countries. This is the way we
normally work. The other line is through public
denouncements or criticisms. Public
denouncements, in my opinion, are normally
counterproductive and should be used only as a
last resource.

When you talk about “public
denouncements”, do you mean bringing
television cameras to these areas?

Exactly. | think that such criticisms should be
left to politicians, because from the moment
that a humanitarian agency makes a public
denouncement, which is not well founded, it will
close off the space for itself and for other
agencies. Potentially it could create a gap,
sometimes for long periods, where no
humanitarian aid could be distributed - creating
problems of survival for those who need this aid.
These are very sensitive situations in which we
must evaluate if what we hope to achieve
through the criticism is worth what we could
potentially lose - providing help for people in
need. | can give an example: how many times
have you seen or heard public denouncements by
the International Committee of the Red Cross?
Very few - and only in very extreme situations.
But, at the same time, no one can say that the
ICRC is not concerned about human rights;
nobody can say that the ICRC is not as concerned
with people’s security as any other agency or
organization. The question is in the way we
approach the problem. Those who levy criticisms
in the media have to do so with very strong
grounding, with a clear understanding of all the
data. Only this will give the person the moral
authority needed to be effective. When someone
does it superficially they cause problems,
because they create obstacles for helping
people.

()

Find here a complete version of this interview.

* Carlos Veloso works with emergency operations at
the United Nations for more than 16 years. He has
been in Angola, Somalia, North Korea, Mozambique,
and now in the Sudan. Currently, Carlos Veloso is
director of the emergency operation of the World
Food Program in Darfur.
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