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As in Upper Nile, the SPLM has 
tried to reach out to its enemies, playing 
to the frustrations of the Misseriya—
and to a lesser extent of the Rizeigat—
over the failure of Khartoum to deliver 
on its development promises. The strat-
egy seems to be working. Some former 
SAF-aligned militia tribesmen have 
formed the pro-SPLA Debab Forces 
(mainly Misseriya) and Abu Matrig 
Forces (mainly Rizeigat), drawing on 
disaffected Popular Defence Force 
paramilitaries.37 The Misseriya have 
long interacted, often violently, with 
the Dinka of Northern Bahr el Ghazal. 
Fighting between the two groups was 
a significant feature of the war in the 
area along the Bahr el Jebel Arab (also 
known as the River Kiir), which began 
as confrontations over grazing and 
water access. (The Rizeigat have similarly 
taken part in armed conflict further to 
the west in Darfur and Bahr el Ghazal.) 
By mid-2007 significant numbers of 
Misseriya were encamped north of 
Abyei at Debab and appeared to be 
awaiting incorporation into the SPLA, 
while the Abu Matrig Forces were col-
lected to the west similarly awaiting 
SPLA and GoSS direction.38

On 1 November 2007, the Ceasefire 
Political Commission (CPC), the high-
est Sudanese political body governing 
the CPA’s implementation, called on 
both the Debab and Abu Matrig Forces 
to redeploy to South Sudan, since they 
were understood to be part of the 
SPLA.39 Both militias appear to have 
complied, though to differing degrees. 
UNMIS found that the Debab Forces 
moved about 38 per cent of their veri-
fied troops to Paraing, Unity State, 
while the Abu Matrig Forces moved 
74 per cent of their men southwards 
to the Safaha area (not technically in 
South Sudan; the forces are spread 
out in an area that straddles the dis-
puted border area south of the town 
of Safaha).40 These developments have 
exacerbated broader national tensions 
as the SPLM/A rapprochement with 
previously SAF-aligned South Kordofan 

armed groups represents a major shift 
in power dynamics away from Khar-
toum in favour of Juba.

Sudanese president Omar al-Bashir 
has responded to the realignment of the 
Misseriya by remobilizing, in Novem-
ber 2007, the paramilitary Popular 
Defence Force in the area.41 The core of 
these PDF forces consisted of the sol-
diers used to back up the authority of 
the National Islamic Front and Bashir 
during the war, who were sent to con-
duct warfare in rural areas along the 
border between Bahr el Ghazal and 
South Kordofan.42 Some of these para-
militaries are reported to have been 
involved in the fighting with the SPLA 
in Meirem in December 2007 and Febru-
ary 2008.43 Overall, with the Popular 
Defense Forces, the remaining loyal 
Misseriya tribal militias, and other 
local groups such as the Peace and 
Development Defence Force,44 the SAF 
still has formidable allies in the region. 

The SAF and the National Congress 
Party (NCP) claim that these forces 
are not armed groups but government 
entities, and hence legitimate bodies; 
the SPLM/A naturally disagrees, and 
claims that its new Debab Forces allies 
are not an armed group either. The OAG 
Collaborative Committee,45 which last 
met in September 2007, has yet to 
convene to discuss the Abyei tensions; 
a meeting planned for January 2008 did 
not take place. It appears that neither 
Khartoum nor Juba is keen to officially 
resolve the question of whether their 
respective allied forces are armed 
groups. Neither are they willing to stem 
the ongoing proxy fighting. Indeed, 
given the ongoing political dispute 
over border demarcation and the erup-
tion of violence between the SPLA and 
Misseriya tribesmen, Abyei is the ‘line 
in the sand’ on which neither Khartoum 
nor Juba is willing to compromise.

Bahr el Ghazal
In addition to areas of Abyei and South 
Kordofan, armed entities also have a 

significant presence in Western Bahr 
el Ghazal. Of particular significance are 
the SAF-aligned Quwat Al Fursan 
Forces based in Raja under the com-
mand of Hamden Ahmed Almunin. 
The stated size of the Quwat Al Fursan 
Force is 5,000, but UNMIS estimates it 
at between 1,250 and 1,475.46 This force 
is opposed by the Al Fursan Forces Raja 
Division, previously a sister militia of 
the Quwat Al Fursan. It boasts 2,000 
members dispersed around Raja and 
Babelo, in the far north of Western 
Bahr el Ghazal, under the command 
of Alhaj Beshir Mawin. The Raja Divi-
sion of the Al Fursan Forces aligned 
with the SPLA in April 2007, purport-
edly over a lack of material support 
from Khartoum and the government’s 
failure to deliver on promises made 
over the long years of civil war.47 

The growing, factionalizing militia 
presence in northern Western Bahr el 
Ghazal and increasing conflict in South 
Kordofan are particularly worrisome 
as they provide potential linkages be-
tween South Sudan tensions and the 
conflict in Darfur. Increased numbers 
of Darfur rebels—from the Justice and 
Equality Movement (JEM) and the 
Sudan Liberation Army (SLA)—have 
been moving between South Darfur 
into south-western South Kordofan 
and at times further south into Bahr el 
Ghazal.48 SPLM/A outreach to previ-
ously SAF-aligned armed groups could 
also allow it greater influence in the 
Darfur conflict, which the SPLM/A 
has long been involved with in various 
capacities. This is a likely concern of 
the SAF and the NCP given historical 
linkages between the Darfurians and 
armed groups from Kordofan.49

The above developments present 
significant challenges to CPA imple-
mentation in both South Kordofan and 
Western and Northern Bahr el Ghazal 
states. In this context, the continued 
presence of armed groups in both areas, 
as well as potential linkages to the 
ongoing Darfur conflict, are extremely 
dangerous. 

Closing reflections
The majority of OAG ex-combatants 
who took part in the civil war remain 
only marginally integrated into the 
SPLA and the SAF. These ex-OAG 
members, such as the many SSDF who 
have switched allegiances, must deal 
with a range of challenges, including 

Table 2 Misseriya militia strengths and redeployment from Abyei

Claimed UNMIS verified 
remaining 
around Abyei 

UNMIS verified 
redeployed

Total UNMIS 
verified

Debab Forces 2,121 940 571 1,511

Abu Matrig Forces 2,500 289 812 1,101

Sources: 20th Report of CJMC to CPC, dated 17 February 2008; CPC meeting agenda for 18 February 2008.


