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Baliet, has seen the brunt of the fighting so far, and remain contested. Upper Nile is
where one can see most clearly the fractures of the second civil war continuing to bear

on the situation.

The SPLA-IO has its most disciplined and organized forces in Upper Nile. The
situation in Unity state is more uncertain. The north of the state, around Pariang, is
home to the Rueng Dinka, and while during the second civil war much of Unity state
was divided up between rival militias, Pariang remained under the control of the
SPLA. It remains staunchly SPLA, and is also vital to Darfurian Justice and Equality
Movement (JEM) troops, which use it as a supply-line into South Kordofan, where it
is active on the side of the SPLM-N rebels against Sudan’s armed forces. JEM remain
loyal to—and slightly dependent upon—the SPLA. The principal bases of SPLA-10
support in Unity state are the southern, largely Nuer, counties of Koch, Leer,
Mayendit, and Panyijar, though all these counties have been attacked by SPLA units
moving south from Bentiu, the state capital. Unlike in Upper Nile, however,
mobilization of the jiech mabor has been less successful, and its forces less organized.
Abiemnom, in the west of Unity state, bordering the contested territory of Abyei, is
firmly in SPLA hands. Mayom county, just south of Abiemnom, remains contested.
Much of the political elite of the state are Bul Nuer from Mayom, including
Monytuel, Puljang, and Gadet. This indicates the degree to which much of the
fighting in Unity, after the SSLM/A decided to side with the government, is intra-

Nuer.

The situation in Jonglei has changed rapidly over the last three months. Fighting has
taken place along multiple fronts, but the Juba-Bor road, linking the national capital
with the Nuer-controlled rebel heartland, has seen the brunt of battle. Territorial
control has swung back and forth between SPLA and rebel hands, with incremental
gains for the SPLA over time, largely thanks to support from the Ugandan People’s
Defence Forces (UPDF). The conflict has been increasingly marked by targeted and
indiscriminate ethnic violence, prompting mass civilian displacement and defections.
While the rebels have lost some territory in southern Jonglei in the last few weeks,

they have managed to secure support from various Nuer communities in Jonglei. The
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ethnic dimensions is similar to dynamics seen in Upper Nile and Unity states.

As I have noted, the focus of the conflict is on the old Greater Upper Nile, which was
the focus of both the split within the SPLA in the 1990s, and the zone of SSDF
control. It is important to remember that the second civil war was as much a battle
within South Sudan, as it was a battle with the Sudanese government. In 2014, this
dynamic has been resurrected. In the west of the country (Western and Northern Bahr
el Ghazal), despite some recent defections, the population remains largely loyal to the
SPLA, and will remain so unless the loss of the Unity and Upper Nile oil fields means
soldiers’ pay stops. Equatoria, in the south of the country, and the third of South
Sudan’s major regions, is more circumspect. During the second civil war, many major
Equatorian politicians were aligned with the Sudanese government. At present,

Equatoria is controlled by the SPLA, but that is not an enduring equation.
Interviewer: What is likely to happen in the near future?

JC: In the coming months, the rains will arrive and conflict will diminish, even if the
ceasefire doesn’t hold. This follows a long-held pattern in South Sudan, as the rainy
season makes roads difficult to pass with vehicles. With neither side able to control to
the Greater Upper Nile region, the balance of power will rest on a set of economic and
international considerations. At present, oil production in Unity state has shut down,
but it continues in Upper Nile, where the SPLA remains in control of a number of
fields. If the SPLA-IO consolidates control of all Unity and Upper Nile’s oil fields, it
would force a crisis in the SPLA that could lead to a more general withering of
support for Kiir. The other important extra-military question is that of support from
international actors. It is largely due to Ugandan support that the SPLA has been
fairing better in Jonglei than elsewhere in Upper Nile. (The rebels know this, which is
why the UPDEF’s withdrawal is a precondition for peace talks, which the government
will never agree to.) Sudanese support for the SPLA-IO, which has been alleged but
not proved, or greater Ugandan support for the SPLA, could be decisive in future

clashes.
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affected social and ethnic tensions in the country?

JC: There are so many different groups in South Sudan, and so many overlapping

tensions and divisions, it is hard to give a simple answer to this question.

There has certainly been accentuated ethnic tension within the country, and targeted
killings in multiple states. On occasion—such as when Darfuri merchants were killed
in a mosque on the SPLA-IO assault on Bentiu, 13-14 April—this is because those
targeted are held to be members of—or representative of—an opposing military
faction. The Darfuri merchants were thought to be members of, or supporting, JEM,
the Darfuri military faction that supports the SPLA, and had been actively involved in
combat on the side of the SPLA. The same is true of the killing of Nuer civilians by
the SPLA-IO in Bentiu, who were thought to be not enthusiastic enough about the

rebels’ recapture of the city, and thus were accused of being government supporters.

One thing not noted often enough is that in 2005, there was probably not a man (or
woman) alive in South Sudan who had not been part of either the SPLA, the Sudan
Armed Forces, of one of a myriad of other local military groups. People frequently
joined, and then left the SPLA. In the south of Upper Nile, it is quite possible to be a
farmer, draw a salary as a member of the SPLA, and also be member of the jiech
mabor, with a position within its hierarchy. Creating overly distinctive lines between
these categories is thus problematic. What this also means is that, as horrific and
unjustifiable as many of the killings in South Sudan have been, the line between
civilian and soldier is not always clear, and nor is the relationship between being a
member of a community, and being a member of a militia force. The name commonly
given to the jiech mabor, the ‘white army’ is deceptive. The jiech mabor is not an

army. It is a temporary mobilization of everyday members of the Nuer community.

The initial killings of Nuer in Juba, in December 2013, were horrific. They were also
motivated. The killings did not simply represent some sort of ancient ethnic tension.

Rather, they were killed because the Dinka members of the presidential guard thought
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congruent, with devastating results.

One result of these killings was to set in motion a set of revenge attacks. Cycles of
intensifying group anger, and subsequent revenge attacks, were common in Jonglei
well before December 2013, between the Murle and Lou Nuer. In fact, if you look at
the incidences of reported violence, there were actually fewer clashes in December—
January 2014 than there were in July 2013. Part of what is forgotten in the current
international attention on the Sudan-South Sudan crisis is that from 2005-13, much of
South Sudan was exceptionally violent, and that the current civil war is largely an

intensification of those patterns, rather than a qualitatively new development.

Interviewer: Are communities arming themselves during the current crisis, as we

saw during the last civil war?

JC: Along with the revenge attacks, the current conflict has produced another
phenomenon that was widespread during the second civil war: civilian militias. For
instance, Renk county, Upper Nile is home to the Abialang Dinka, a riverine group of
Padang Dinka (along with the Ngok Dinka of Abyei and the Rueng Dinka of Pariang).
At the end of April, they formed themselves into local defence forces, with some of
these militia troops guarding the oil fields near Paloich, and others present around
Renk. Just as with the Shilluk forces on the west bank of the Nile, these groups seem
principally defensive in nature, and while they are currently SPLA-backed, the SPLA
forces in Renk are largely Nuer, and clashes between the militias and government
forces are not inconceivable. These defensive groups have also emerged among the
Shilluk, on the west bank of the Nile. They are largely concerned with defending their
own communities, but can also work with one (or the other) of the two sides. The
gulweng and titweng Dinka militias of Warrap and Lakes states, for instance, now
form Salva Kiir’s most steadfastly loyal troops, and effectively constitute the

president’s private army.

Much of the SPLA-IO force in Upper Nile is constituted by the jiech mabor—

temporary militia mobilizations, designed to defend Nuer communities in times of
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éttack. The SPLA-IO cannot entirely rely upon these forces, which have a distinct
organizational structure, and whose aggregations are designed to be temporary, and
not part of a permanent standing army. SPLA-IO commanders acknowledge that they
are not entirely under its control, and is motivated primarily by anger at the killings of
Nuer civilians in Juba in December, and a sense of ethnic loyalty, rather than
allegiance to Riek Machar, the leader of the SPLA-IO. Still, the differences between
the two forces should not be exaggerated: commanders frequently have both formal
roles in the SPLA-IO, as well as leadership roles in the jiech mabor. Equally, many
members of the informal militias have experience in the SPLA, or were part of the

SSDF.

In terms of the logic of the conflict, the participation of these militia forces means that
ceasefire agreements made in Addis Ababa may not be adhered to, as the jiech mabor,
amongst others, has a different organizational and motivational structure to those
negotiating in Addis, and, as we have seen from the conflict in Jonglei, the
communitarian dynamics of revenge and attack can be extremely hard to stop when
set in motion. For the involvement of these forces also gives a markedly
communitarian accent to the violence, and contributes to the massive social and ethnic
upheaval in the country, as the lines between being the member of a community, and
being a fighter, continue to be blurred. At present, with Nuer civilians seeking anxious
refuge with UNMISS, and revenge attacks continuing in all the states of the Greater
Upper Nile region, social and ethnic tensions within South Sudan are extremely high.
However, it is important to underline that these tensions do not explain the conflict on
their own. In Unity state, for instance, the tensions are intra-Nuer, and not ethnically

based, but dynamized by a struggle for power and influence in the state.
Interviewer: What are the prospects for resolution of the conflict?

JC: Negotiations in Addis Ababa have produced little thus far, other than two
cessation of hostilities agreements that were both violated the day they were agreed
upon. The impasse in negotiations has multiple causes. The military landscape is
tumultuous, and as long as the rains don’t prevent movement, it is likely that both

sides will attempt to maximize their territorial advantage on the battlefield before
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rainy season negotiations under international pressure. However, as we saw in
January, cessation of hostility agreements can placate the international community,
and are not necessarily reflective of the substantive situation on the ground.
Furthermore, even if Riek Machar gave orders to halt hostilities (as he did not in
January) it is not necessarily the case that the military leadership of either the SPLA-
10 or the jiech mabor would follow his instruction is either party thought there was
something to gain by continuing fighting: while the SPLA-IO is currently fighting
under one name at the moment, its aggregations are unstable, and we could still
witness a splintering of the armed opposition into multiple factions—a development
that has already occurred in the political opposition to the SPLM, which has made
negotiating in Addis Ababa more difficult.

Recent international pressure, culminating in the visit of US Secretary of State John
Kerry to Juba, has been for a month-long ceasefire, and promises of negotiations over
a transitional power-sharing government. While some sort of power-sharing
government that puts Kiir and Machar again in control of South Sudan is likely to be
the only way to bring hostilities to a temporary close, it is unlikely to be sustainable.
The larger issues of how to organize politics within the SPLM (and more broadly
South Sudan) have not been addressed, and a power-sharing government might
ironically make resolving these issues less likely, as it would itself be an example of
the type of cycle of rebellion and reincorporation that South Sudan needs to break

away from.

There is no easy solution to South Sudan’s problems. The current crisis is
exceptionally difficult to deal with because it occurs at the centre of three overlapping
crises: a political crisis about the nature of government (and the SPLM) in South
Sudan; a military crisis about rent and incorporation, and an intensified
communitarian crisis. Resolving this will require substantive shifts in the SPLM,

rather than a hasty peace deal.

Most international attention to the crisis has been counter-productive for precisely this
reason: its temporal perspective is extremely limited. Recent US sanctions on

individuals involved in the conflict are tokenistic: they are not broad enough to make
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‘- involved in the Darfur crisis—are likely to be ignored if those targeted are in any way
necessary to the peace process. The IGAD effort is hamstrung by Uganda’s active
involvement in the conflict on the side of the SPLM. Calls for international courts and
justice for those involved in the 10,000 deaths in South Sudan ignore the impossibility
of legal cases taking place outside of a political framework that will need to be forged

by the very individuals responsible for these deaths.

While the UNMISS bases in South Sudan have been vital (though imperfect) for
protecting civilians, recent decisions to raise the number of peacekeepers in South
Sudan are again tokenistic. No amount of peacekeepers will protect civilians outside
UNMISS bases: the peacekeeping forces lack the motivation to engage in actual

combat.

The only likely scenario is a power-sharing government, compromised by all those
who caused the tremendous loss of life in South Sudan over the past four months. It
will reaffirm the power that splitting from the government gives one (higher ranks,

more money), and will be a temporary affair, before the cycle starts again.

END
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