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The Human Security Baseline Assessment

The Sudan Human Security Baseline Assessment (HSBA) is a three-year research
project (2005–08) administered by the Small Arms Survey. It has been developed
in cooperation with the Canadian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the UN Mission
in Sudan, the UN Development Programme, and a wide array of international
and Sudanese NGO partners. Through the active generation and dissemination of timely empirical research, the HSBA project works to support disarma
ment, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR), security sector reform (SSR),
and arms control interventions to promote security.
The HSBA is being carried out by a multidisciplinary team of regional, security,
and public health specialists. It reviews the spatial distribution of armed violence throughout Sudan and offers policy-relevant advice to redress insecurity.
HSBA Working Papers are timely and user-friendly reports on current research
activities in English and Arabic. Future papers will focus on a variety of issues,
including victimization and perceptions of security, armed groups, and local
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Abstract

I. Introduction

In late June 1989, Sudan’s tumultuous third period of democratic governance
was interrupted by a bloodless coup. Led by little-known, middle-ranking

Sudanese youth are fighting in the war zone, while other youths in the world are

military officers, the coup’s civilian base was Sudan’s highly organized Islam-

busy with discos and parties. We thank God that we have prepared these youths

ist movement, under the leadership of Dr Hassan al-Turabi. Proclaiming a

as the future of Sudan. God is Great. (Sudanese president Omar al-Bashir, 11th

‘Revolution of National Salvation’, the new regime instituted a radical trans-

anniversary speech to the Popular Defence Forces, June 2000)

formation of the Sudanese state. Under policies of popular mobilization and
cultural resurgence, state institutions were superimposed with Islamist inspired,
parastatal organizations loyal to the party. Within the security sector, this
translated into a rapid expansion of both parallel and irregular security forces.
One of the key elements in this ‘paramilitary revolution’ was the Popular
Defence Forces (PDF), formed as a legal entity by decree in November 1989.
After the consolidation of the regime in 1992, the PDF became one of the primary instruments of Islamist political and popular mobilization, before dec
lining with the fragmentation of the regime in 2000–01. Since the signing of
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) in January 2005, the future of the
PDF, and its relationship with the regular armed forces, has been contested.
Still described as a force of mujahideen (fighters of the holy war), the PDF has
continued to exist as a military and civilian network to mobilize militia auxiliaries throughout Sudan; it currently has active units in Darfur and the
Transitional Areas. The PDF has been a primary instrument militarizing local

The social and institutional character of the Sudanese state has undergone a
radical transformation since the seizure of power by the National Salvation
regime on 30 June 1989. The most enduring element of this self-proclaimed
revolution has not been the Islamist ideology from which it drew inspiration,
but the transfer of authority and resources from the state bureaucracy to para
statal organizations. As a result, the political system, broadly defined, has
blurred the boundaries between state, economy, and society. Two years after
the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA), the interference of
the governing National Congress Party (NCP) is still felt throughout civil society,
the private sector, and the state bureaucracy. Realigning executive power will
require a redistribution of resources throughout the country, a renewal of participatory governance, and the reform of institutions distorted by decades of
minority rule. Mapping the complex matrix of networks and institutions of this
system is an essential first step if a just and sustainable peace is to be attained.
The repercussions of this system are especially important in the security

grievances in the government’s policies of divide and rule. Many of these

sector. During the 1990s, under Islamist inspired policies of popular mobili-

grievances have not been addressed by the CPA and today they represent the

zation and cultural resurgence, both the police and the military had their

real vectors of local insecurity and of future armed rebellion. In response to

authority diffused between paramilitary organizations, community forces, and

the stalled recovery process following the North–South civil war, disenfran-

client militias.1 These forces reduced the fiscal burden of waging an extended

chised ex-PDF are now evolving into new, potentially autonomous, armed

war and facilitated the territorial extension of the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF)

groups. Significant progress towards recovery and a democratization of the

into remote areas. However, this strategy has left a legacy of grassroots milita-

control of the armed forces in Sudan is necessary if any process of real political

rization that today presents numerous obstacles—not least for the SAF itself—

democratization is to be successful.

to the processes of post-conflict disarmament and security-sector reform.
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One of the key institutions in this ‘paramilitary revolution’ is the Popular

tion. The objective is to provide a historical view of an organization that has

Defence Forces (PDF). Formed as a legal entity by decree in November 1989,

remained vaguely defined, as well as an analysis of its role and capabilities

the PDF has served simultaneously as a praetorian guard for a weak regime that

since the signing of the CPA.

distrusted the coup-prone military and as an umbrella institution supporting

This account is built from a range of sources including interviews, primary

tribal militias in the west and south of the country. After the consolidation of

and secondary literature, and direct observation. The final analysis is devel-

the regime in 1992 the PDF became one of the primary instruments of Islamist

oped from comparisons with other paramilitary organizations and reflections

political and popular mobilization, before declining substantially in the face

on the different historical periods of the PDF itself.

of the escalating conflict between Dr Hassan al-Turabi and President Omar
al-Bashir. Today, the PDF, still officially described as a force of mujahideen (fighters of the holy war), exists as a joint military and civilian network to mobilize,
equip, and fund militia auxiliaries throughout North Sudan and, to a lesser degree, South Sudan. It also has active units in Darfur and the Transitional Areas.
Since the signing of the CPA in January 2005, the future of the PDF, and its
relationship with the regular armed forces, has been contested. Although
formally affiliated with the SAF by the protocols of the CPA, the PDF is an
independent institution falling directly under the authority of the presidency.
Evidence suggests that although the government has announced the ending
of its active support to many PDF-assisted militias, many of the weapons distributed by the PDF have not been collected. Furthermore, questions have arisen
about the organizational cohesion of the PDF.
Structured around a hierarchy of joint military and civilian coordinating
committees, the PDF’s boundaries with social groups have always been porous.
Operational PDF units were often recruited from tribal groups by community
leaders and inactive auxiliaries are extremely difficult to differentiate from
armed civilians. Weak central coordination, and tensions between its political
and military wings, means that the PDF at several times in its history has suffered from serious contradictions over its function, recruitment policies, and
operations. For instance, although the PDF is best known for supplying arms
to tribal militias in the rural periphery, it has also recruited from among the
families of the highest circles of the NCP.2
This internal diversity of the PDF as well as its high level of political sensitivity makes any attempt at a comprehensive study impossible under current
conditions. This paper instead provides a historical review of the PDF from
1989 until 2006, focusing on its emergence and evolution as a national institu10

Small Arms Survey HSBA Working Paper 10

Salmon A Paramilitary Revolution 11

II. The origins of the Popular Defence Forces

Sahelian drought, and banditry, cattle theft, and forced grazing on farmland
was widespread. Some of the youngest and poorest of those affected had
congregated in the urban centres of South Kordofan and South Darfur (Beck,
1998) and were willing to seek an income through violence (Johnson, 1988, p. 10).
In late 1985, as well as providing arms to the tribes, to wealthy Arab traders,

The inspiration for the PDF lies in the history of Condominium Sudan (1899–

Umma Party agents, and military intelligence, officials began to recruit from

1943), in which Sudan was under both British and Egyptian rule, and the Islamic

among the destitute nomads to form offensive paramilitary units. By 1986 well-

rebellion against it. Condominium policies aimed at low-cost pacification, which

armed raiding parties of 500–1,000 men had begun systematically to strip the

relied on the mobilization of local levies to suppress dissent. The direct origins

assets of the Ngok, Abiem, Malual, and Tuic Dinka populations of North Bahr

of the PDF, however, can be found in two more recent paramilitary forces: the

El Ghazal, and forced their displacement into pro-government territories (Keen,

tribal militia units recruited in western Sudan and the Transitional Areas during

1994, pp. 98–100).

the mid-1980s; and the party militants and youth movements of the National
3

From the beginning, the distinction between tribal militias and government

Islamic Front (NIF). While the former provided the bulk of the PDF’s fighting

paramilitaries was blurred. While the militias were local formations, recruited

force, the latter formed the ideological core and defined the PDF’s political im-

through the native administration and operating in or around related commu

pact in the urban centres of North Sudan.

nities, the paramilitaries, known as the Murahileen, were irregular mercenary

The formulation of the ‘Popular Defence’ policy followed an attack on the

formations integrated into the military chain of command and often alienated

village of al-Gardud in Kordofan state in July 1985, in which 60 people were

from tribal structures. Both were recruited from pro-government tribes and

4

killed. This village was populated by Misseriya Arabs—a semi-nomadic

protected from prosecution by the government.

Baggara tribe with influential ties to the Transitional Military Council and the

On 20 February 1989 SAF commander-in-chief General Fathi Ahmed Ali,

Umma party in Khartoum. Following the attack, a government delegation to

issued an ultimatum signed by 150 senior officers that called on the government

the area led by Minister of Defence Major General Burma Fadlallah Nasir

to give greater support to the regular armed forces. Implicit in this was a call

was presented with a choice by native administration leaders: either provide

to end support for the tribal militias. In response, Prime Minister Sadiq al-Mahdi

security for the Arab Baggara communities of South Darfur and South Kordofan,

formed a four-man committee, including Major General Burma Fadlallah Nasir,

or these communities would request such guarantees from the Sudan People’s

charged with establishing the legal foundation for existing paramilitary units

5

Liberation Army (SPLA) and de facto join the rebellion. Unable to redeploy

and their transformation into a national paramilitary force. The so-called Popu-

the demoralized and overstretched military from the South, the delegation made

lar Defence Forces bill, recommended by the committee, was proposed to the

a decision—without the authorization of the national Constituent Assembly—

Constituent Assembly but resoundingly rejected. On 10 June 1989, Foreign

to arm the Baggara. Truckloads of ammunition and light weapons, mostly

Minister Sid Ahmed al-Hussein led a newly formed ‘peace task force’ delega-

AK-47s and G3 rifles, were distributed directly to members of allied tribes,

tion into talks with the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM).

specifically the Rizeigat and the Misseriya Humr, through native administrative structures and leaders.
Traditionally armed to defend cattle, the Baggara had already begun to purchase modern automatic weapons on the thriving Chad–Sudan cross-border
6

arms market. Many had suffered heavy losses of cattle during the 1984–85
12
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then Brigadier Omar Hassan Ahmed al-Bashir, declared a Revolution of Na-

their dependents in case of war-related injury, disability, captivity, or death

tional Salvation and a renewed commitment to the civil war. By 1 July, 28 army

(Human Rights Watch, 1996, p. 276).

generals had been sacked, including the commander-in-chief, General Fathi

Despite the new legality of the PDF, the boundary between military and

Ahmed Ali. Bashir appointed himself head of state, prime minister, defence

community forces remained as ambiguous as it had been before the coup.

minister, and commander-in-chief of the armed forces.

This ambiguity grew further as the NIF, dominated by the Islamist politician

In November, the National Salvation Regime revisited the previous govern-

Dr Hassan al-Turabi, consolidated its power behind the National Salvation

ment’s draft bill and passed the 1989 Popular Defence Forces Act, formally

regime. Military offensives in Kordofan and Bahr El Ghazal often included

establishing the PDF as an institution of the state. According to the Act, this

regular SAF troops, PDF volunteers, and members of the existing Murahileen

new force was intended ‘to train citizens on military and civil capabilities, to

militias. This led to the widespread use during the 1990s of general terms such

raise security awareness and military discipline among them, in order to act

as mujahideen to describe units containing a mixture of forces affiliated to the

as a support force to the other regular ones on request’ (Government of Sudan,

government (International Eminent Persons Group, 2002, p. 27). Similarly to

1989, Article 5). The PDF was operationally accountable to an SAF brigadier

the Janjaweed—the general term used to describe the array of paramilitary and

general, originally Brigadier Babiker Abd el-Mahmoud Hassan, and answer-

militia forces operational today in Darfur—the mujahideen’s institutional com-

able directly to President Bashir. Recruitment was managed by a hierarchy of

plexity and confusing informality in rank makes it almost impossible to iden-

civilian PDF coordinators at national, state, local, and community level. The

tify clear command and control structures. While the government defended

commander general dictated regulations covering remuneration, period of serv-

its actions by emphasizing its limited military capability, the tribes justified

ice, and recruitment procedures, as well as the annual intake of the forces.

the militias as their only means of self-defence (Salih, 1989, p. 68). This justifi

Underneath this central structure, however, the PDF became an increasingly

cation thus relegated responsibility for justice and accountability to local areas,

decentralized network as it expanded in size.

by now embroiled in extensive ethnic and intercommunal warfare.

The first PDF coordinator, Abu Giseissa,7 announced a target to enlist 100,000

In February 1990 a confidential document written by the Government of

fighters by the end of the first year. In late 1989 and early 1990 the existing mi-

Sudan (GoS) Subcommittee on Popular Defence reported on the tribal militias

litia and paramilitary groups in Bahr El Ghazal, South Darfur, and South

to a regional conference in El-Obeid. The report praised the militias for using

Kordofan were formally absorbed into the PDF. In December 1989 the Mis-

guerrilla warfare-type tactics against the rebellion and claimed that the mili-

seriya militia of El-Muglad, and the Peace Army militia of the Fertit tribe in

tias were responsible for repelling the rebels in the western area of Kordofan.

Wau, followed suit. Shortly afterwards, in March 1990, the Fursan militia of the

The report also noted that the tribal forces often engaged in looting without

Rizeigat tribe around ed-Daein, South Darfur, was also absorbed (Human

regard to tactical objectives, deliberately misled the armed forces to achieve

Rights Watch, 1996, pp. 274–75). According to available sources, these units

private objectives, and, most importantly, were ‘fuelling tribal and racial hatred’

negotiated successfully to restrict their operations to the areas surrounding

(cited in Human Rights Watch, 1996, p. 277).

their migratory routes and many insisted on campaigning according to their

The PDF, however, was envisaged as something much larger than the tribal

seasonal agenda instead of following the army’s strategic priorities. Further-

militias. The NIF had lobbied and raised money for a ‘tribal belt’ across Sudan

more, tribal leaders were recognized as PDF coordinators in a parallel hierarchy

to defend Arab and Islamic culture from the SPLA. But Dr Hassan al-Turabi

to the military and in some cases retained almost full autonomy over the men

had also long argued that Sudan’s elite Islamist cadre needed to become a

they had mobilized. Despite this the tribal PDF were granted equal treatment

broad populist movement. Like other Islamist inspired revolutions in the

and the same benefits provided by military law to professional soldiers and

Middle East, the power of the state was seen as the primary vehicle for achiev-

14
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ing this goal. Influential members of the NIF not only emphasized the PDF’s

into the PDF for re-education. By October 1993 the RCC had sacked 1,500 offi

successes as an auxiliary to the armed forces, but also identified it as an au-

cers—just under one-third of the total officer corps—500 non-commissioned

thentic Islamic model of military organization—a citizen’s army of volunteer

officers, and 11,000 rank and file soldiers (Flint, 1993a). In early 1995 another

8

mujahid prepared for frontline battle. In March 1990, 5,000 students from

227 officers were dismissed, including 57 brigadiers and generals (Lesch, 1998,

Khartoum’s universities were enrolled into the al-Qitaina PDF training camp

pp. 134–35). Many others were quietly retired with promises of loans from

on the outskirts of Khartoum (Kok, 1993). Most were recruited from NIF party

the Islamic banking system. Those departing were replaced by young pro-NIF

networks, university-based Islamic organizations, and NIF-affiliated youth

graduates from the military academy. Simultaneously, a massive expansion in

associations such as Shebab al Watan (Youth of the Nation). These recruits

PDF recruitment and training began in order to prepare the force to substitute

formed one of the first urban units of the PDF. Whereas rural PDF units were

for the regular military on the battlefield. This level of PDF mobilization was

tasked with halting SPLA advances into North Sudan, the main duty of the

maintained from 1992 until roughly 1997. Continual recruitments into training

urban brigades was to protect the new regime from civil uprisings and, more

camps and central PDF battalions were augmented by periodic campaigns for

9

importantly, from military interventions. In November 1990, PDF militia units

combat recruits, which were launched during large-scale military offensives.

in land cruisers were deployed across key areas in Khartoum and around the

Civilian PDF coordinators were appointed in urban and semi-urban neigh-

main military bases (Radio of the Sudan People’s Liberation Army, 1990). Shortly

bourhoods, at universities, and in all civil service departments throughout

after, regular SAF military units were redeployed out of the capital.

North Sudan. Training camps, supervised by pro-NIF military officers, under

A year later, the NIF emerged from the shadows of the Revolutionary Com-

took indoctrination using Islamic lectures, religious songs, and chants along-

mand Council (RCC) and took public control of government positions. An

side basic military training. Lists of individuals, drawn up by both the PDF

all-appointed Transitional National Assembly comprising many NIF politicians

and the security forces, which identified those who were required to undergo

was formed in January 1992. The reshuffle announced the beginning of a whole-

training in the PDF, began to appear throughout Sudanese institutions.

sale Islamization of Sudan’s institutions. Public companies replaced qualified

Because of its local recruitment and training practices, the PDF became a

and long-serving staff, including technical and medical personnel, with NIF

heterogeneous organization that reflected its surrounding environment and

cadres. A ‘Shari’a High Supervisory Board over Banks and Financial Institu-

contained multiple internal strands and tendencies. These can be divided

tions’ oversaw the imposition of Islamic banking practices. International NGOs

into five levels according to their different military ability and training: (a) an

were restricted and replaced by Islamic NGOs, some of which combined

elite section of units comparable to the Iranian Pasdaran (Islamic Revolution

proselytizing with humanitarianism. At the same time, the new regime openly

Guards), some of which reportedly received tank and artillery training;10

recommitted itself to the war in the South. By this point, however, the SAF’s

(b) students and other civilians forced into training in closed camps; (c) military

strategy against the SPLA had degraded into a low-cost and ineffective stand-

officers and civil servants forced to go through PDF training as re-education

off involving artillery, landmines, and proxy forces. Heavily demoralized and

and indoctrination; (d) localized rural militias supplied through regional and

materially under-equipped, the SAF had clearly stated in 1989 that it no longer

local PDF offices and committees; and (e) a dispersed network of informers.

wished to fight a war that was openly opposed by civil society and many

In December 1991, President Ali Akbar Rafsanjani of Iran paid a four-day

politicians.

visit to Khartoum. He brought 157 officials, including military and security

The professional and experienced military officers who opposed the NIF

advisers. During this visit Iran and Sudan signed a military cooperation deal

began to be replaced by regime loyalists in 1990. Extensive purges of the reg-

under which Iranian advisers would come to Sudan and Sudanese security

ular armed forces were coupled with forced recruitment of military officers

forces would be sent to Iran for training. In 1992 the former head of the Iranian

16
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Pasdaran in Lebanon, Hassan Azada, was posted to Khartoum, and training

of thousands of new PDF recruits from the tribes of North Kordofan were

camps were reportedly established in Abu Rakim (Eastern State), Souyaa, and

inducted by the government in a large public rally held in El-Obeid in May

Um Barbita (South Kordofan) (Indian Ocean Newsletter, 1992). In 1993 the

1992. Meanwhile, tribal leaders were given Toyota pickups and houses by the

Pasdaran sent infantry, artillery, and logistics specialists to Sudan under the

government and were appointed Amir al-jihad in exchange for helping to mo-

command of Rafic Doust of the ‘Foundation of the Oppressed’, reportedly to

bilize recruits for the PDF. In October 1993 First Lieutenant Khalid Abdel

train and organize the PDF into a fighting force (Indian Ocean Newsletter, 1993a).

Karim Salih, who was in charge of security in Kordofan from May 1992 to

All male Sudanese citizens over the age of 16 and resident in the Sudan were

February 1993, announced that during a seven-month period the army and

required to attend training by the PDF. Initially it was promised that students

PDF had killed 60,000–70,000 Nuba (Suliman, 2002, p. 176). No fewer than 14

would be permitted to finish their studies, but in 1994, faced with low recruit-

mosques were also confirmed destroyed, damaged, or looted in the Nuba

ment numbers, foot dragging, and sporadic rebellion, this promise was res

Mountains between 1993 and 1997 (de Waal and Salaam, 2004, p. 73).

cinded. Students were unable to graduate from or enrol in university or high
school without certification of PDF camp attendance. Most large companies,
and all government institutions, required actual or potential employees to pro-

The weakening of the Popular Defence Forces

vide evidence of PDF training. Travel abroad was denied to those without it.

As a result of poor training and the promotion of martyrdom, urban PDF re-

Although frontline combat in the PDF was voluntary, this began to be heav-

cruits made poor soldiers, and the number of casualties was high. An SAF

ily promoted in the mosques, the education system, and through the media as

soldier interviewed in Khartoum who had served in both the Nuba Mountains

the duty of all virtuous Muslims. In January 1992 the authorities declared the

and the South described watching in horror as PDF volunteers were urged

civil war to be a jihad. In the Nuba Mountains all rebels, many of whom were

over the top of trenches they had spent two days digging to charge in ‘human

also Muslims, were ruled to be apostates, making it the duty of all Muslims

wave attacks’ at dug-in SPLA machine gun positions.11 Military officers and

to participate in their suppression. At PDF parades and at graduation cere-

recruits have described high levels of casualties as a result of friendly fire,

monies and celebrations held in urban centres, high-ranking members of the

communication breakdowns, and cowardice by devout Islamic PDF recruits

regime gave rallying speeches containing powerful Islamic discourses that

suddenly confronted with the brutal reality of war.12 Most of the military per-

celebrated ‘martyrdom’. Government-controlled newspapers ran reports of

sonnel and police officials interviewed for this paper described tribal PDF

PDF recruits with prophetic dreams, the sweet-smelling corpses of PDF mar-

recruits as little more than mercenaries who were interested in loot but rarely

tyrs, and supernatural help from animals (al-Mubarak, 2001, p. 87). A nightly

willing to enter into serious combat.

television broadcast called fi Sahat al-Fida (In the Fields of Sacrifice) reported

Campaigns against SPLA strongholds in 1992–93 and 1995 caused immense

the miraculous feats of the PDF on the battlefield and celebrated its martyrs.

numbers of casualties among the poorly trained PDF. As a result, recruitment

The culmination of this symbolic drive was a massive military campaign, Seif

fell sharply. Meanwhile, the government’s promotion of what it imagined was

al Ubur (The Summer Crossing), which committed a reported 40,000 PDF and

Islamic orthodoxy did not succeed in unifying the faithful so much as in alien-

regular army troops to South Kordofan alone (Bradbury, 1998, p. 465). By

ating many devout and highly orthodox Muslims who did not adhere to the

June 1993 it was estimated that PDF numbers matched Sudanese army num-

NIF’s project. At the same time, the PDF’s coercive recruitment and training

bers in the South, and many more were rotating through PDF battalions for

practices angered most Sudanese. In 1997 a Sudanese newspaper claimed that

shorter periods of time. In Kordofan, the commander of the PDF vowed to

of the 70,000 school leavers legally obliged to attend PDF training, large num-

‘cleanse every stretch of territory sullied by the outlaws’ (Flint, 1993b). Tens

bers had escaped conscription and only 4,000 had actually joined the PDF

18
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fighting units (AFP, 1997). In January of that year recruitment numbers fell so

toring, 1997). In 1998 compulsory national service in the professional military

low that the government closed Khartoum University and called on faculty

was reinstated.

members and students to help the war effort in the South. In April 1998 up to

In December 1999 competition between the presidency and the secretariat

260 secondary-school PDF conscripts who demanded permission to spend

of the NCP, which was under the control of Turabi, fractured the Islamist move-

the important Islamic holiday Eid al Adha with their families were reportedly

ment. In a decision made on 23 January 2000, the NCP Shura Council stripped

killed by security forces after breaking out of the Eilafoun training camp 25

Turabi of responsibility for the general mobilization of jihad and allocated it

kilometres from Khartoum (Africa Confidential, 1998). Shortly afterwards the

to the political system.15 The following May, Turabi was also suspended from

government was forced to admit that it did not know the names of all the con-

his position as the NCP secretary-general after accusations that he was ‘call-

scripts killed. This display of brutality against teenagers seeking to return home

ing up officers and the mujahideen’ to rise up against the regime (AFP, 2000).

for an Islamic celebration sent shockwaves through Sudanese society. Another

In July 2000 Bashir appointed ten senior military officers to the cabinet. Shortly

rebellion soon after at the same training camp led to the successful escape of

after, according to the Rai al-Amm newspaper in Khartoum, Turabi warned of a

76 recruits (Suna News Agency, 1998). The Eilafoun massacre marked the be-

third force emerging from either ‘the armed forces or the street to fill the gap’

ginning of the end for the PDF’s mass recruitment strategy.

(Rai al-Amm, 2000). Despite the tension between these factions, physical con-

By 1998 the battleground failures of the PDF were just one aspect of a broader

frontations were limited: in June 2000 police broke up a pro-Turabi rally by the

frustration at the interference of the NIF’s ideological leaders in the day-to-day

NIF Youth Union; in September Turabi’s supporters rioted in a number of Suda-

running of the state. In the SAF, professional officers had long held reserva-

nese towns; and in October pro-Turabi student demonstrators were accused

tions about the PDF—privately agreeing with General Fathi Ahmed Ali of the

by the government of opening fire on the police. The government’s response

SAF’s Legitimate Command that the army could not be replaced ‘by the kind

was to round up Turabi’s supporters and break-up the pro-Turabi cells. Despite

of accelerated training courses being doled out to the peculiar mix of ideologi-

Turabi’s popularity among large parts of the Islamist movement, the PDF was

cally motivated volunteers, jobless and press-ganged students’ (Indian Ocean

not identified as an actor in any of these actions.

Newsletter, 1993b). Furthermore, many others were concerned that the resources

Following the split with Turabi, Ali Karti and Bashir were careful to renew

committed to the PDF were being directly diverted from the SAF, prioritizing

their call for PDF volunteers and their support for the path of ‘jihad and mar-

an ideological project over re-equipping the professional army.13

tyrdom’. But the PDF would no longer be an autonomous institution. In the

Although jihad was never abandoned, the mass-recruitment of PDF battal-

words of Bashir, ‘We are calling for freedom in Sudan, but those who think

ions was quietly replaced by an emphasis on building the state’s war-making

that freedom is a call to anarchy and abuse to the martyrs are under illusion’

capacity, using oil revenues and reinforcing the southern proxy militias main-

(Republic of Sudan Radio, 1999). Shortly after, in 2000, the commander of the

tained by the military intelligence apparatus. In 1997 Ali Karti—minister for

PDF, Brigadier Muhammad al-Amin Karrar, announced the formation of a

justice and a supporter of the current second vice-president of the GoS, Ali

specially trained PDF unit, the Awwabin (‘those who are obedient’16), recruited

Osman Taha—became the national PDF coordinator. He allowed the regu-

from volunteers from all provinces (Al-Sharq al-Awsat, 2000).

lar armed forces to take de facto control of internal appointments in the organ
14

On 20 February 2001 Turabi’s opposition Popular National Congress Party

ization. In January 1997 President Bashir established a higher authority for

signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the SPLA, which promised the

mobilization, led by Major General Zubayr Muhammad Saleh, which reported

South the right to self-determination in Sudan in exchange for joint opposi-

directly to Bashir. This body stood above all existing organizations, including

tion to Bashir. Turabi was imprisoned the next day. His split from the regime is

the PDF, in the local and national mobilization of popular forces (BBC Moni-

reported to have had a seismic effect on the recruitment of NIF cadre and PDF
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Box 1 Estimating PDF membership
It is almost impossible to obtain reliable numbers for PDF membership. Available figures
are frequently either estimates by external observers or dependent on single sources that
are difficult to verify. As a result, numbers vary significantly and are often contradictory.
The numbers provided in this chapter should not be taken as a statement of fact. They are
a compilation of reported PDF numbers given in order to identify trends.
Although this reflects the limited information that is available on the PDF, it is also a
reflection of the nature of paramilitary organizations in Sudan generally. PDF membership
is by definition hard to define. Many recruits are involved in active service for only short
periods, are recruited locally, and do not necessarily undergo centralized training. In
addition, it is clear that even government officials were not aware of the number of PDF
members in the 1990s. Several sources indicate that, chillingly, not even accurate PDF
casualty numbers were maintained (for example, see Reuters, 1993). Finally, many PDF
recruits, particularly in rural areas, left the organization without returning weapons, ammu
nition, or uniforms. In these areas the distinction between PDF recruits and members of
other paramilitary organizations and tribal militias has historically been very blurred.18
Similarly, the location of PDF training camps is extremely difficult to identify. Many
camps established in the 1990s are no longer operational having been disbanded since
the CPA or after the decline in NIF influence over the PDF. It also seems that many PDF
recruits are currently being trained inside existing military installations, making it impos
sible to distinguish between PDF training bases and military bases.
The only reliable open source for continuous accounting of active and reserve PDF mem
bership is the annual Military Balance produced by the International Institute for Strategic
Studies (IISS) in London. The IISS compiles these numbers from a variety of sources, both
internal and external to Sudan. Nonetheless, the figures are still estimates—for the reasons
given above—and are presented here only to indicate trends in PDF recruitment.

troops. When Turabi, the sole globally recognized Islamist intellectual in the
regime, made his separate peace with the SPLA, the credibility of the regime
was thrown into question for many Islamists. In a secret letter of 2002 Ghazi
Salah al-Din Attabani, the government’s peace adviser, acknowledged that
‘following the schism, the movement had lost its appeal to the students,
women, and young professionals who had provided it with a steady stream of
recruits for more than two decades’ (ICG, 2003, p. 12). For the PDF, the effect
was even more dangerous. Its casualties could no longer be clearly identified
as martyrs who, having fallen doing their Islamic duty, were granted an elevated status in heaven. Now, instead, they were arguably only casualties in a
political rather than religious war.17 The reduced legitimacy of the regime’s
Islamic appeal was further consolidated when several powerful tribal leaders,
most notably the leaders of the Misseriya and the Rizeigat, began to discourage
their youth from joining the militias.
Most Sudanese today perceive the PDF as a political rather than religious
project and, moreover, as a project that contradicts the tolerant and diverse
Islamic currents that constitute Sudanese religious life. This was particularly
true of the intrusive symbolic propaganda surrounding it—none of which
was indigenous to Sudan—such as the ‘martyr’s wedding’, in which high offi
cials and militiamen descended, uninvited, on the homes of individuals killed

Figure 1 Estimated active and reserve PDF members, 1992–2006

in combat to congratulate the family on the ‘happiness God had conferred on
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them’ (Hirst, 1997b).
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Source: Military Balance for relevant years, International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS), London.
Note: Figures from 1992–93, 1993–94, and 1995–96 are averages of a range of numbers provided by the IISS.
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III. Recruitment, training, and capabilities

level are able to operate autonomously of SAF command. This significantly
weakens SAF authority over these recruits and has made the distinction between
tribal and PDF forces extremely ambiguous.
PDF training has traditionally been held in closed residential camps established in urban and semi-urban areas or in existing military garrisons. Enlisted

Article 11 of the Popular Defence Forces Act sets out conditions for those

recruits receive 45–60 days of basic military and ideological training here.

enlisting in the PDF. Recruits must be Sudanese nationals, over 16 years of

According to several PDF recruits, during the 1990s around half their time in

age, physically fit, and have a record of good conduct. They are subject to

the camps was dedicated to prayers, religious education, and lectures on the

military rules and courts, and may be exempt from service for medical, disci-

foundations of jihad. Military training was restricted to the use and maintenance

plinary, family, or security reasons.

of small arms and to basic military tactics. In some cases recruits have report-

A body known as ‘The Council of the Popular Defence Forces’ advises the
commander-in-chief on all matters concerning the PDF. Specifically, this in-

edly been selected to participate in more advanced artillery or tank training,
though the number to have done so is unknown.

cludes advice on the areas in which training camps should be established, the

Among rural populations even the most basic training has often been dis-

content of military training and education for PDF members, payment for

pensed with. Large numbers of tribal PDF are already accustomed to the use

members, and other issues relating to the Forces’ duties and activities (Govern

of small arms and some also have military experience in the SAF. A high-

ment of Sudan, 1989, Article 10). Article 6 of the Act states that the functions

ranking commander described PDF training and selection during the 2004–05

of the PDF are to ‘assist the People’s Armed Forces and other regular forces

investigation by the UN commission of inquiry into events in Darfur:

whenever needed’, ‘contribute to the defence of the nation and help to deal
with crises and public disasters’, and perform ‘any other task entrusted to

Training is done through central barracks and local barracks in each state. A

them by the commander-in-chief himself or pursuant to a recommendation of

person comes forward to volunteer. We first determine whether training is needed

the Council’.

or not. We then do a security check and a medical check. We compose a list and

The PDF is structured around a hierarchy of joint military and civilian coor

give it to the military. This is done at both levels—Khartoum and state or local

dinating committees, with local and state committees reporting to the national

level. We give basic training (for example, on the use of weapons, discipline. . .),

coordination council. These joint committees are formed of civilian PDF coor-

which can take two weeks or so, depending on the individual. (International

dinators and military SAF officers, and are represented at the state security

Commission of Inquiry on Darfur, 2005, p. 28)

committees alongside police, military, and security commanders. Civilian PDF
coordinators are responsible for the mobilization and selection of PDF volun-

It is also widely believed that the PDF has recruited child soldiers, although

teers according to recruitment targets established by the national and state

this contravenes articles within the Popular Defence Forces Act. In an NGO

committees. Once mobilized, the military command of active PDF units offi-

survey conducted in 2000, PDF officials interviewed noted that although the

cially falls under the authority of the local SAF commanding officer. In practice,

minimum age of recruits was legally prescribed at 16 years old, confirmation

however, this division of military and mobilization roles is often opaque. The

of age was left to tribal leaders (El-Obeid, 2000, p. 15). In the same report, 50

lowest ranks of the PDF’s coordination structure mesh closely with Sudan’s

per cent of the tribal leaders interviewed said that no stringent criteria were

tribal administration system, and at the grass roots civilian coordinators are

enforced to avoid child recruitment into the PDF. The overriding criterion used

not paired with military commanders. As a result, tribal PDF recruits at this

for selection was a readiness to come forward.
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Training was obligatory for all eligible Sudanese until 1997, but recruitment

During a privatization drive between 1992 and 1994, the Martyr’s Organi-

for combat has been organized in periodic calls for volunteers through the

zation—an Islamic parastatal charity affiliated to the PDF—took possession

use of radio stations, posters, megaphones on pick-up trucks, and television

of several profitable state-owned companies. In Damazin, Blue Nile province,

announcements, as well as at the end of every training camp. Nonetheless,

agricultural land was set aside for the families of PDF veterans (de Waal and

‘forced volunteering’ has been reported and there have been cases of PDF

Salaam, 2004, p. 91). Other parastatal organizations, such as the Diwan al-Zakat,

recruits taken directly from training camps to airports or to garrisons in com-

the Shari’a Support Fund, the Islamic Pious Endowments Organization, and

bat areas. The number of such cases appears to have diminished significantly

the Social Solidarity Fund, were granted the right to collect religious zakat (alms)

since the mid-1990s. While the elite battalions of the PDF serve for longer

contributions that were then distributed to various Islamic projects, includ-

periods, most volunteers in the regular forces serve for three months, or a little

ing the PDF (de Waal and Salaam, 2004, p. 92). Another, less important, source

more, before being rotated back to their place of residence to resume their pre-

of funding is private donations to the PDF from devout individuals. While

vious employment or studies.

the bulk of these donations have come from wealthy individuals or corpora-

Interviews with trainees and research on the recruitment of PDF combat-

tions, significant symbolic value has been placed on the donations from poor

ants from the Khartoum University training camps indicate that, on average,

Sudanese. Much lauded, for example, were the ‘Martyr’s Lunchboxes’ (the

only around five per cent of trained recruits volunteered for combat in the

zaad mujahid, ‘ascetic’s charge’), which contained dry rations packed by devout

South. According to a survey undertaken by a Sudanese researcher of 300

women and sent to PDF volunteers at the front.

students at five universities, 25.3 per cent of those interviewed were willing

Since the 2000 split between Turabi and the presidency, it is believed that the

to participate in ‘moderate Islamic action’, but only five per cent volunteered

decline in PDF recruitment has been matched by a decline in material dona-

militant action, including in the PDF ‘Jihad Convoys’ (Khalafalla, 2004, p. 187).

tions. As a result, the PDF is probably more heavily dependent than before on

For its first year of operations PDF logistics and supplies were provided

its autonomous funding networks and the resources channelled to it by the

directly by the regular army. As the PDF grew in size, however, it established

inner circle of the NCP. In an appeal in 2004 the PDF coordinator Kamal al-

an independent purchasing and supplies department in Khartoum, and was

Ibrahim requested ‘money and other types of assistance for the mujahideen’

given an autonomous budget to be controlled by the commander general. The

from grand institutions and companies. A week later the Ministry of Science and

PDF’s access to military supplies is still believed to be controlled by an execu-

Technology and the Tropical Diseases Hospital donated a convoy of food.

tive that is independent of the regular armed forces. Since the early 1990s an
undefined proportion of the PDF’s budget has reportedly come from business
interests and investments owned directly by the PDF and by Islamic organiza
tions affiliated to it. According to the International Crisis Group, these companies can be divided into three groups. The first comprises companies through
which NCP officials generate income using the names of NCP loyalists in
order to disguise ownership. The second encompasses those run directly by
the National Security Agency, and known in Sudan as al-Sharikat al-Amniya
(security companies). The third category consists of companies affiliated with
Islamic charities controlled by the NCP and directed to serve its political and
security agendas (ICG, 2006, pp. 7–8).
26
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IV. After the Comprehensive Peace Agreement

alization from the recovery process and their exploitation by central government during the post-war period. The most important of these elements is the
core constituency of the rural PDF in South Kordofan, where Misseriya nomads
have become deeply disaffected with the national government and are active
in the growing tensions along the border with South Darfur.

On 4–5 December 2006 the PDF held its 17th anniversary celebration in alGadarif state. The main event was the graduation of 1,000 mujahid from the
state’s municipalities. This celebration met with strong opposition from SPLM
officials. SPLM leader Deng Alor told Al-Ayyam newspaper that ‘according to
the clauses of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, the PDF should be disbanded. Organizing celebrations for it is a clear violation of the agreement.’
At the same time, Sulayman Hamid, of the opposition National Democratic
Movement, questioned the minister of defence about the status of the PDF,
observing that ‘as the NCP finances the PDF and organizes celebrations where
the highest-ranking state officials participate, it would be better to merge it
with the armed forces’ (Al-Ayyam, 2006). Despite these objections, and the
undertakings made before the signing of the CPA, there is every indication at
the time of writing that the PDF will not be dissolved in the near future. The
PDF has been active in the conflict in three states of Darfur and is unlikely to
be disbanded before the 2011 referendum on southern independence.
Despite the concerns mentioned above, at the end of 2006 the GoS gave the
UN unit for disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) the first
indication of the numbers and categories of combatants who would enter into
the first stages of demobilization in 2007. Of the total number of 55,000 given
by the GoS, 17,000 were members of the PDF (Sudan UN DDR Newsletter,
2006, p. 1). This announcement officially began the practical implementation
phase of the DDR Unit.

Darfur
In several candid interviews granted to Western media in July 2004, Janjaweed leader Musa Hilal described the PDF as one of several paramilitary
structures, alongside the Border Intelligence Guards and the Central Police
Reserve, that had recruited among the tribal groups of Darfur.19 While the
Border Intelligence Guards appear to have recruited the militia forces most
closely affiliated to the government’s military strategy, the PDF has been active
in recruiting tribal and auxiliary forces. Several hundred militiamen, widely
identified as Janjaweed, accompany SAF strikes on rebel forces in trucks or
on horseback or camels. They attack civilian villages along the route, loot cattle and possessions, burn houses, and sometimes kill, rape, or abduct those
they catch. According to Amnesty International:
The inhabitants of the villages are almost without exception from ethnic groups
identified as ‘African’, their ethnicity linking them to the [rebel] armed groups
. . . The wanton burning of grain stores, harvest crops and homes, the looting of
herds of cattle and sheep, appear to leave inhabitants no option but to flee without hope of return. (Amnesty International, 2006)
Following the attack on el-Fasher in 2003 the GoS withdrew police and regular forces to Darfur’s urban areas and began selectively to recruit members

A second important issue emerging since the CPA is the involvement of

of pro-government tribal groups into an array of paramilitary forces, includ-

tribal groups or communities previously affiliated with the PDF in tensions

ing the PDF. As with previous conflicts, the PDF appears to have recruited

surrounding the distribution of benefits and representation. Underlying Sudan’s

tribal auxiliaries to restrict rebel movements and to provide support for SAF

many conflicts are basic issues of poverty, lack of development, and political

regular forces in rural areas. Many of these forces have been embroiled in bru-

marginalization that have not been resolved by the CPA. Particularly in the

tal conflicts and land grabs with neighbouring tribes.

North, where the myth of an Arab and Islamic unity is crumbling more every

As with previous deployments of the PDF, the distinction between PDF and

day, ex-PDF elements are mobilizing as the result of their perceived margin-

non-PDF forces is blurred. In March 2004 several hundred PDF members were
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reportedly recruited in Nyala, South Darfur. These groups received weapons

The PDF is currently reported to have maintained a strong presence in oil-

but little or no training (IRIN, 2004). The PDF has acted to recruit tribal forces

rich areas and the Transitional Areas, with large numbers of formal PDF troops

in cooperation with tribal authorities as a means of patrolling tribal land and

concentrated in Raga (West Bahr El Ghazal) and Renk (Upper Nile). All gov-

defending it from rebel interference (Sherwell, 2004; Vasagar, 2004). This activ-

ernment forces in these areas are reportedly reinforced by PDF troops. The

ity appears to be at least partly differentiated from that of the Border Intelli-

majority of these are assumed to be reserve forces that can be rapidly mobilized

gence Guard, a mobile force that is marauding through Darfur in an uneasy

in the event of any conflict (The Economist, 2006). Both areas are currently suf-

alliance with the state. There is no doubt, however, that PDF recruits have

fering from complex political and local tensions over the future demarcation

participated in massive displacements of the population and been involved

of the boundary between North and South Sudan. PDF support in these areas

in war crimes against civilians. Ali Kushayb, whom the ICC is seeking to indict

comes largely from the Arab nomadic communities—the Misseriya in Renk and

on charges of war crimes, has been identified as the PDF coordinator of Wadi

the Rizeigat in Raga—who enter these areas during their dry season migra-

Salih locality.

tion. These groups are deeply suspicious of the demarcation of the boundary

In 2004 the GoS stated that it would cut the official size of the PDF forces in

determined by the CPA.21 The PDF does not possess the organizational coher-

Darfur by 30 per cent (AP, 2004). Joint Verification Missions organized by the

ence to exert effective authority over the lowest ranks of civilian coordinators,

UN have monitored the disarmament of 300 PDF members in Geneina, West

who have largely been selected from the tribal leaders in each area. As a result,

Darfur, and 157 PDF members in Kass, South Darfur (UNSC, 2004, p. 5). PDF

an indeterminate number of PDF units are believed to be controlled by local

recruits handed over rifles, machine guns, and other light weapons in cere-

leaders and to be mobilized around local issues. These units represent a deeply

monies observed by foreign dignitaries. The commander of the Kass unit was

destabilizing force in the Transitional Areas.

careful to stress that: ‘We did not arm them for ethnic cleansing or genocide
but so that they might maintain security and stability in their areas . . . There
are no outlaws or Janjaweed among them’ (El-Bagir, 2004).

North Sudan
The PDF’s lack of central authority over its grassroots recruits has created
problems in North Sudan as well. As disillusionment with the CPA grows,

South Sudan and the Transitional Areas

ex-militia combatants risk becoming a serious, armed threat to stability and

At present the number and locations of PDF units in the South are unclear.

livelihoods. Since December 2006 a large body of ex-PDF members in South

The SAF has pulled back from the southernmost states and, in most cases,

Kordofan have shown signs of unrest. The group, largely recruited from the

their departure signalled the withdrawal of the PDF. In September 2006, for

Misseriya, accuses the government of breaking promises over the distribution

example, the PDF suspended all activity in the province of Equatoria because,

of jobs and development aid—promises that were made in return for their

according to its deputy coordinator general, there was a lack of cooperation from

participation in the militia. Although this group, reportedly named the ‘Debad’,

the authorities in the state and lack of a conducive environment (Al-Intibaha,

does not represent the PDF, links between it and ex-PDF units of this area

2006, p. 4). Although reports have indicated problems with the disarmament

have been repeatedly stated. It is important to note, then, that this potentially

of southern PDF, in most cases these have turned out either to be members of

well armed, politically connected group is not so much a legacy of the North–

20

communal militias, such as the White Army in Upper Nile, or members of

South conflict as a consequence of the failures of the recovery process. Since

independent movements previously allied to the government, such as the South

2006 groups such as this one have maintained fluid and opaque relationships

Sudan Defence Force.

with both the SPLA and the SAF, and are now showing signs of operating
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independently. Recent attacks by the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM)
across the South Darfur border into the Abyei area have possibly been carried

V. Conclusion

out with support from these forces, whose primary area of operations is focused
on Debad town. They have a real capacity to disrupt the security provisions
of the CPA unilaterally, and without the official support of either the NCP or
the SPLA.
A second threat from the PDF in the North is interference of a more overtly
political nature. Because of its extremely limited popular support, the NCP has

Unlike the early 1990s the PDF is no longer a praetorian force for the NCP. PDF
concentrations remain operational in areas of active conflict, such as Darfur,
but in most other regions they are inactive reserve forces.

become increasingly dependent for its survival on a small clique of security

The PDF remains a threat to the CPA, however, not as an active spoiler or

and ideological hardliners. This clique is sceptical about the CPA and vehe-

military danger but as a physical legacy of the disastrous policies of the Islam-

mently rejects international involvement in a resolution of the Darfur war.

ist regime during the 1990s. Today, as a reserve force to the SAF, the regular

Although a relatively small element of the security apparatus, this hardline

battalions of the PDF can be relied on to follow the orders of Khartoum. But

group remains a mobilized force within the PDF cadre. In the summer of 2003,

the PDF’s involvement in the widespread distribution of weapons and mili-

during the Naivasha negotiations between the GoS and the SPLM/A, the

tary training to tribal militias, its mobilization of a militant Islamism opposed

PDF publicly warned the government against abandoning Shari’a in the peace

to Western involvement in national affairs, and its parastatal relationship that

talks (Al-Sahafa, 2003). In late June 2006 the PDF organized a three-day march

bridges the divide between the state and the NCP are all problems that must

to demonstrate its willingness to fight any imposed UN mission in Sudan.

be addressed.

One of the preconditions for political reform in Sudan is the genuine disband-

Most importantly, the PDF has been the primary institution responsible for

ment of the PDF or its full integration into the SAF. Such a step, however, is

the distribution of weapons to groups with local grievances in North Sudan.

likely to provoke broad opposition from regime hardliners and the PDF cadre

Many of these grievances have not been addressed by the CPA and today

alike. Back in 2003 the PDF demonstrated in Khartoum following internation-

represent the real vectors of local insecurity and of future armed rebellion. If

ally reported rumours of its impending disbandment (DPA, 2003). Although

real political democratization is to be successful in this region, genuine progress

this clique is unlikely to resort to violence, the danger of such a stance is that

towards recovery and democratization of the control of the armed forces is

their opposition to democratic reform is steadily eroding the stability of the

necessary.

regime in Sudan, leading to overt tensions with both the moderate figures in
the NCP and the SPLM members of the GoS.
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These other armed groups can be divided into three categories based on their level of integration into the strategic control of the central government. The first category consists of
legally constituted paramilitary formations, such as the Popular Defence Forces, the Central
Reserve Police, and the Border Intelligence Guards. The second consists of allied but autonomous armed groups created by political and ethnic factionalism in Sudan’s rebel movements—
for example, the South Sudan Defence Forces or the Sudan Liberation Army faction led by
Minni Minawi. The third category consists of semi-autonomous communal militia that accept
weaponry from the government but whose loyalties are local, for example, the Meidob forces
of north-east Darfur
In February 1996 the younger brother of President Omar al-Bashir, Othman Hasan al-Bashir,
was killed along with three other high-ranking mujahideen while fighting for the PDF in the
battle for Labanok around Malakal. In 2000 Mohammed Ahmad Umar, after being dismissed
as minister of labour, volunteered and died in the service of the PDF.
The notion and vocabulary of tribe in both administrative and anthropological usage in
Sudan are political rather than cultural. The concept of tribe used throughout this paper refers
to the administrative division of Sudan’s population established originally by the Anglo–
Egyptian Condominium and maintained by successive governments after independence.
The formation of tribal militias during the 1980s was more widespread than the presentation
here suggests. Militias were known to be operating among the Baggara (Misseriya and
Rizeigat) of South Kordofan and South Darfur, the Fertit of Bahr El Ghazal, the Fur of South
Darfur, the Rufa’a of White Nile, and the Toposa and Mandari in Equatoria. However, the
actual numbers and origins of these militias are unclear, and therefore the focus here is on
the Baggara militias, about which more information is available. Not all these militias have
been allied with the government: the Fur militia, for example, was established to force Arab
nomads onto new pastures in Darfur in the 1980s and 1990s, and was actively opposed by
the government (Salih and Harir, 1994, p. 186).
Interview with Major General Burma Fadllalah Nasir, ex-lieutenant general and Umma party
member, Khartoum, 21 February 2003.
Ibid.
Despite the importance of Abu Giseissa, the author could obtain almost no information on
his background or subsequent actions. According to one interviewee, he was originally a pro
fessor at a Sudanese university. In September 1993 he became a leading government negotiator and shortly after died in an air crash in southern Sudan, together with his negotiating
team. Some have speculated that Giseissa was killed because he had overstepped his mandate by signing a document with Lam Akol that promised self-determination to the South
for the first time.
Interview with a high-ranking member of the Popular National Congress, Khartoum, 2 February 2003.
The 1989 coup was conducted by a small group of around 40 officers backed by 200–300 soldiers. It succeeded only by declaring that the seizure of power had been ordered by the high
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command. The bulk of the army, despite its dissatisfaction with the status quo, was professionally inclined against an Islamist regime, and an estimated four further coup attempts
took place in less than a year. Units were deployed to the Manshiyyah district (close to Dr
Hassan al-Turabi’s house), the Nuqtat Kawbar neighbourhood, the surrounding areas of the
officer’s club, and the Armed Forces’ Kubri neighbourhood.
Interview with a high-ranking member of the Presidential Peace Advisory, Khartoum, 12
January 2003.
Interview with an ex-SAF private, Khartoum, 1 February 2002.
Interview with a retired SAF officer, Khartoum, 16 January 2003; interview with a PDF combat recruit, Khartoum, 28 January 2003.
For an interesting discussion of the relationship between the military and the PDF see Roland
Marchal’s (1995, pp. 25–29) excellent sociological analysis of the National Islamic Front regime.
Interview with a high-ranking member of the Popular National Congress, Khartoum, 2 February 2003.
Established in 1993, following the dissolution of the Revolutionary Command Council, the
political system referred to here was one of the foundations of the NIF’s power in Sudan.
The NIF was technically dissolved alongside other political parties in 1989, but its networks
and sympathizers permeated a so-called non-party direct democracy constructed around a
pyramid of popular congresses and a semi-elected national assembly. As one astute journalist notes, this system, and the numerous parastatal organizations such as the PDF designed
to duplicate and dominate official ones, have allowed the NIF, and today the NCP, to rule
through an ‘invisible masonry’ that permeates state institutions and society (cf. Hirst, 1997).
Author’s translation.
Interview with two ex-PDF student trainees, Khartoum, 4 January 2003.
Highly indicative of this problem is a dispute over the number of PDF personnel eligible for
disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR). While the SAF has claimed that the
PDF contains only 80,000 members eligible for the DDR scheme, the civilian coordinating
body of the PDF has reportedly counted around three million members. Similarly, at the
local level significant disagreements exist between SAF estimates of PDF weaponry and the
PDF civilian coordination’s estimates of weaponry. Interview with international expert
Khartoum, 22 March 2007.
See, for example, Vasagar (2004) and Wax (2004).
For more on the White Army, see Young (2007a).
For an analysis of the tensions surrounding border demarcation, see Young (2007b).
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