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The Human Security Baseline Assessment

The Sudan Human Security Baseline Assessment (HSBA) is a multi-year research 

project (2005–08) administered by the Small Arms Survey. It has been devel-

oped in cooperation with the Canadian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the UN 

Mission in Sudan (UNMIS), 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 disarmament, 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 vio-

lence 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 

security arrangements. The project also generates a series of Issue Briefs.

The HSBA project is supported by Canada, the UK Government Con�ict Pre-

vention Pool, and the Danish International Development Agency (Danida).

For more information contact:

Claire Mc Evoy

HSBA Project Coordinator

Small Arms Survey, 47 Avenue Blanc

1202 Geneva, Switzerland

E-mail: mcevoy@hei.unige.ch 

Web site: www.smallarmssurvey.org (click on Sudan)
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A note on transliteration from Arabic

In rendering Arabic names and words into English, we sought a transcription 

that was both simple and that most closely resembled the Arabic pronuncia-

tion. For this reason we transcribed words beginning with so-called sun letters 

as they are pronounced, for example as-Sudan (rather than al-Sudan) and ed-

Da‘in (rather than el-Da‘in). We also tried to respect Sudanese pronunciation 

by using, for example, a �g� for the letter qaf (e.g. Rizeigat, Gasim) and a �z� for 

the letter dhal (e.g. ingaz), and transcribing other letters according to the Suda-

nese dialect. We retained the accepted French spelling for Chadian names as 

they are normally written (e.g. Mahamat Ismaïl, not Mohammad Isma‘il). We 

used the diacritical mark ‘ for the letter ‘ayn, except at the beginning of names, 

where we left the ‘ayn unmarked (e.g. Abdallah, Ali). 

  We included the article in place names as el (rather than al) because it seemed 

more in keeping with English usage. Likewise, we followed English usage 

and dropped the initial article in certain place names that carry the article in 

Arabic (e.g. Geneina, Khartoum). 

  Finally, we hyphenated all names based on the pattern �abdallah�, such as 

Abdesh-Sha�‘ or Abdel-Wahid, because writing Abdeshsha�‘ or Abdelwahid 

seemed too long, and writing Abdel Wahid or Abdesh Sha�‘ would inevitably 

lead some people to call them Mr Wahid or Mr Sha�‘. 

Abstract

In early 2003, after several years of simmering violence, rebel groups in Dar-

fur launched a full-scale rebellion against Sudanese government targets. Two 

groups emerged. The Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) enjoyed early successes, 

capturing el-Fasher airport, but then nearly succumbed to Khartoum�s brutal 

counter-offensive. It was further weakened by internal tensions between its 

two leaders, Abdel-Wahid Mohammad Nur (a Fur) and Minni Arku Minawi 

(a Zaghawa). The Justice and Equality Movement (JEM) was more developed 

politically than the SLA but less signi�cant militarily. The JEM�s narrow  

Zaghawa Kobe ethnic base further undermined it, as did the Islamist past of 

many of its leaders, particularly the chairman, Dr Khalil Ibrahim. Only one 

faction of the divided SLA (SLA-Minni) signed the Darfur Peace Agreement 

in Abuja, Nigeria in May 2006. In the 12 months since, SLA-Minni has all but 

withered, while the non-signatory groups, especially the Group of 19, beat back 

a Sudanese army offensive under the banner of a new, united group, the  

National Redemption Front. The rebels� new-found unity was undermined by 

a lack of political cooperation, however, and collective military resilience was 

not enough to keep them together. By late 2006, the non-signatory rebels had 

splintered into a variety of groups. Any political solution in Darfur will �rst 

require that the rebels unite, and this is increasingly dif�cult with the rapid 

proliferation of groups. The international community has been so far unwill-

ing to invest the time and effort to support a uni�cation effort, which will be 

by de�nition a long-term endeavour. Without that unity, however, there will 

be no sustainable peace in Darfur. 
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I. Historical roots of the Darfur insurgency

Marginalization and resistance in Darfur 
In Darfur, the tradition of opposition to central government is an old one. The 

Sultanate of Darfur, a centralized state with effective administrative and  

security institutions, endured for over 300 years as a counterweight to state 

authority in the Nile Valley. During the Mahdist state (1883�98), when Sudan 

was ruled by a Muslim messianic movement, the most serious internal chal-

lenge came from Darfur rebels in the years 1888�92. The Khalifa Abdullahi, 

who succeeded the mahdi Mohammad Ahmad, fought a ruthless campaign of 

suppression, triggering Darfur�s worst period of violence in modern history�

before the present con�ict. It took the British until 1916 to subdue Darfur, 

ending the sultanate a full 18 years after Kitchener�s victory over the Madhist 

armies at Omdurman. 

  Darfur occupies a special place in Sudanese eyes. Large, populous, and deeply 

rural, with vibrant tribal and Islamic identities and a strong warrior tradition, 

the region is simultaneously the object of affection, disdain, and fear (Tanner, 

2005, pp. 11�12). For the last 180 years, governments in Khartoum have repeat-

edly struggled to control this faraway and restive province.

  The tradition of rebellion continued after Sudanese independence in 1956. In 

the late 1950s and early 1960s, two clandestine groups, al-lahib al-ahmar (the 

Red Flame) and Suni (named after a mountain village in Jebel Marra), articu-

lated Darfurian dissatisfaction with jallaba domination and the need for all 

Darfurians, including Arabs, to assert their rights.1 This was part of a broader 

trend: elsewhere in Sudan, the Beja Congress in the east and the General Union 

of the Nuba in the Nuba Mountains were speaking out on behalf of other 

marginalized peoples. Later, a movement called the Darfur Development Front 

appeared, headed by Ahmad Direige, a respected Fur leader. In the early 

1980s, Darfurians, especially students at the University of Khartoum, mobilized 

in an effort to force the Nimeiri regime to appoint a Darfurian as governor of 

Darfur, which was then a single province. Violence ensued, but the protesters 
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did not back down and Nimeiri ultimately relented, naming Direige as gov-

ernor (Harir, 1994, pp. 156 and 158). 

  When the Nimeiri regime fell, ultimately giving way to the democratic gov-

ernment of Sadiq al-Mahdi, many Darfurians, especially non-Arabs, hoped 

to see an end to the neglect they had suffered since independence. But mar-

ginalization only increased. The origins of the present Darfur rebel groups, 

like the con�ict itself, are thus rooted in the political dynamics of Sudan over 

the past 20 years. 

A time of growing violence (1987–2002)
By the time the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) and the Justice and Equality 

Movement (JEM) emerged in early 2003, launching a spate of attacks on gov-

ernment targets, parts of Darfur had been in open war for several years (Flint 

and de Waal, 2005, p. 76).2 In 2001 and 2002, GoS-backed attacks on non-Arab 

communities increased, especially around Jebel Marra and in Dar Zaghawa. 

  The Darfurian rebels have been shaped by violence at local, national, and 

regional levels. At the local level, the region has been the scene of a number of 

con�icts over the past 20 years that foreshadowed the present one. In 1987�89, 

Fur communities faced a coalition of Arab pastoralists who, probably for the 

�rst time in Darfur�s history of communal con�ict, had coalesced as �Arabs�. 

Violence was widespread: villages were burned, men were hunted down and 

killed, women raped, livestock looted, wells poisoned, and trees cut down. 

  The con�ict was partly driven by competition over resources. After the 1984�

85 drought�the worst time in a long dry period stretching back to the great 

Sahelian droughts of the early 1970s�large numbers of camel-herding nomads 

moved south in search of pasture and water. Arab groups, and especially 

camel herders, looked with envy at the well-watered Fur country of Jebel Marra 

and its western foothills. At the same time, sedentary groups were increasing 

practices that restricted the movement of herds, such as dry-season wadi farm-

ing and fencing large tracts of non-cultivated land (zarayib al-hawa, literally 

�wind enclosures�). �Ominously, both sides feel that their livelihood�their very 

way of life�is under threat. And each side feels the other is responsible� 

(Tanner, 2005, pp. 14�15). 

  Another element was the rise of GoS-supported Arab militias, increasingly 

referred to locally as janjawid.3 In the latter half of the 1990s, armed Arab 

groups in West Darfur attacked Masalit communities. Many were Abbala, 

camel herding pastoralists also known as Jammala, �eeing the repression of 

the Goran-dominated regime of HissŁne HabrØ in Chad.4 Also, in the late 

1990s and early 2000s, there were repeated clashes between Zaghawa and 

Arab camel herders in North Darfur. Their violent and political nature made 

them precursors to the current Darfur con�ict, although they were mild by 

comparison.

  At the national level, a key development in the 1980s and 1990s was the 

retreat of the GoS from its traditional role as mediator in local con�icts. From 

the late 1980s, both the Umma party of Sadiq al-Mahdi, which dominated the 

brief democratic phase that followed Nimeiri�s overthrow, and Hassan at-

Turabi�s National Islamic Front (NIF), which seized power in a military coup 

in 1989, sought to ride local surges of Arab ethno-nationalism. The main expres-

sion of the Arab supremacist discourse was the so-called Arab Gathering (at-

tajammu‘ al-‘arabi), an informal grouping of Darfur�s Arab leaders (Flint and 

de Waal, 2005, p. 76). The aims of the Umma and the NIF were two-fold: to 

consolidate political power by harnessing the Darfur elites and to keep Darfur 

under heel at low cost. 

  These policies had a strong impact on non-Arab elites. The �rst generation 

of educated non-Arab Darfurians tended to rally around the Umma, while 

the second was attuned to the NIF�s more radical agenda. Disenchantment 

came twice: the Umma sided with the Arabs in the Fur�Arab con�ict of 1987�

89; and the Turabi faction of the NIF, which had done most to attract non-Arab 

Darfurians, lost out to President Omar al-Bashir in an internal party struggle 

in 1999. This disappointment with national politics fuelled Darfurian opposi-

tion to Khartoum from 2001 onward. 

  The other national factor was the North�South con�ict between the GoS and 

the Sudan People�s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A). The SPLA pro-

vided the Darfur rebels with early support in the form of weapons and train-

ing (see p. 21). It also exerted political in�uence on the SLA, which adopted an 

agenda for national reform reminiscent of Garang�s vision of �New Sudan��

a united, decentralized, democratic, and secular Sudan.
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  More important, perhaps, was the role that the North�South con�ict played 

in in�uencing the timing of the armed rebellion in Darfur. As the internationally-

mediated negotiations between the GoS and the SPLA gained momentum in 

Kenya in 2002, Darfur leaders began to fear that the future political make-up 

of the country was being decided without them. They launched armed opera-

tions in 2002 and of�cially declared their rebellion�as the SLA and the JEM�

in early 2003.

  Several other factors were crucial to the genesis of the Darfur rebellion. 

Blowback from three decades of war in Chad and meddling by Libya�in the 

form of weapons, exiled �ghters, and successive waves of migrants who 

could be mobilized by rebels and governments alike�were key ingredients 

in the con�ict. Across the central Sahel region, drought, discriminatory poli-

tics, and lack of investment in marginalized rural areas all contributed to the 

instability by triggering violent responses from people who felt neglected and 

oppressed.  

II. The Sudan Liberation Army before the 
Abuja peace talks 

Early efforts and the Darfur Liberation Front
The roots of the SLA lie in the clandestine efforts of a group of educated Dar-

furian opponents of the NIF regime to mobilize village self-defence committees. 

These were local groups that Fur, Zaghawa, and Masalit villagers set up in the 

1990s (or, in the case of some Fur areas, the late 1980s) to fend off attacks by 

GoS-supported Arab militias. In 1989�90 the Fur received arms from HissŁne 

HabrØ�s Chadian regime to �ght the Mouvement patriotique du salut (Patriotic 

Salvation Movement, or MPS), a Chadian Zaghawa rebel group formed by 

Idriss DØby with the support of Sudanese Zaghawa and the NIF (Tubiana, 

2006a, p. 24). (This supply line dried up in December 1990 when DØby replaced 

HabrØ as Chad�s president.) Despite attempts to organize them in the 1980s 

and 1990s, the self-defence committees were poorly equipped and coordi-

nated. They relied on small traders and a few local of�cials, bartering sugar 

rations and livestock for light weapons and ammunition from the Chadian 

military. There was little cooperation between them: if Arab militias attacked 

one village, the self-defence force in the next village would do nothing until 

it, too, was raided.5

  The instigators of renewed efforts in the late 1990s were Abdel-Wahid Mo-

hammad Ahmad Nur, Ahmad Abdesh-Sha�‘, Abdu Abdallah Isma‘il, Babiker 

Mohammad Abdallah, and other Fur who went on to play important roles in 

the SLA. Abdel-Wahid was a lawyer from Zalingei, central West Darfur, who 

had graduated from the University of Khartoum. He was not active in politics 

but, like other Darfurians, he identi�ed with Garang�s criticism of the �Old 

Sudan� where the people of the periphery�southerners, Nuba, easterners, and 

Darfurians�experienced only neglect and oppression. 

  These activists raised money from Fur communities in Darfur, Khartoum, 

the diaspora in Chad, and elsewhere to buy weapons and ammunition for 

Fur self-defence groups in Jebel Marra and further a�eld. Later they travelled 
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throughout Darfur, seeking to establish contact with other non-Fur resist-

ance forces. 

  The �rst SLA �ghters were recruited from the Fur, Masalit, and Zaghawa 

self-defence committees, which were often rooted in traditional institutions 

such as the Masalit and Fur warnang.6 Each village had one or several youth 

leaders who, in case of attack, mobilized men to defend the community or to 

rally a counter-attack by blowing a horn. The committees� role in �ghting 

declined in the 1960s and 1970s but they remained active by mobilizing male 

villagers for agriculture, communal works, and feasts. After the �rst Fur�

Arab war of 1987�89, the committees again became active though they were 

armed only with spears, sticks, bows and arrows, locally made �rearms, and 

a few bolt-action ri�es. 

  �Abdallah Abbakar, Minni Minawi, Abdel-Wahid, they all used [the] self-

defence committees to create rebel groups,� said one rebel leader.7 The �rst to 

mobilize these forces were Abdel-Wahid and Khamis Abdallah Abbakar, a 

Masalit who rose to a leadership position through his resistance to Arab vio-

lence in Dar Masalit in the mid-1990s. The warnang played an important role 

in providing the early SLA with �ghters, small arms, food, and hospitality, and 

also served as intermediaries between �ghters and civilians. The rebels enlisted 

the experience of retired Fur and Masalit non-commissioned of�cers (NCOs) 

who had served in the Sudanese army, often in the South. The Zaghawa�

wealthier and traditionally regarded as raiders and warriors�drew some ad-

vantage from their presence on both sides of the Chad�Sudan border, as well 

as from their in�uence with the Chadian regime. Flint and de Waal indicate 

that by December 1997, �the whole of Jebel Marra was mobilized and [Abdel-

Wahid] began organizing armed groups outside the mountains in Zalingei 

and Wadi Saleh� (Flint and de Waal, 2005, p. 71). 

  In the late 1990s and 2000, Abdel-Wahid and his colleagues reached out to the 

Masalit, unsuccessfully at �rst (Flint and de Waal, 2005, p. 71). But it was the 

alliance they forged with the Zaghawa that proved central to the birth of the SLA 

(see endnote for a brief overview of the clan dynamics of the Zaghawa).8 

  After the 1989 coup, Zaghawa leaders were close to the NIF but, by 2000�

01, many had become disenchanted. The Zaghawa of North Darfur were then 

embroiled in a cycle of clashes with the Awlad Zeid, local camel-herding Arabs.9 

Khartoum was seen to have sided with the Arab party: the Zaghawa blamed 

the GoS for mediating, but then failing to force the Awlad Zeid to pay com-

pensation�or failing itself to pay the compensation, as the government is 

expected to when diya (blood money) is too high. 

  One Zaghawa leader described what followed: �Both sides acquired [more] 

weapons. The Zaghawa raided the Arabs, and stole many camels. Many died 

on both sides. After that, the Zaghawa got together to �ght not only the Arabs, 

but also the government.�10 Abdel-Wahid and his comrades found fertile ground 

among young Zaghawa who were impatient with their more conciliatory elders 

and eager to take the �ght to the Arabs. As Flint and de Waal, the �rst and 

best-informed chroniclers of the Darfur con�ict, explain:

Although it is dif�cult to identify a single date for the beginning of the rebellion, 

given the SLA�s slow emergence from similar but separate, tribally based move-

ments, the most precise is 21 July 2001, when an expanded Fur and Zaghawa 

group met in Abu Gamra [in North Darfur] and swore a solemn oath on the 

Qur�an to work together to foil Arab supremacist policies in Darfur. (Flint and 

de Waal, 2005, p. 76)

  Abu Gamra was symbolic because of a 2001 Arab attack in nearby Bir Tawil 

that had taken many Zaghawa lives. That attack convinced a number of Zag

hawa of the need for armed resistance. On the Zaghawa side at Abu Gamra 

were Khater Tor al-Khala, Abdallah Abbakar Bashar, and Juma‘ Mohammad 

Haggar, all future SLA military leaders. Many of these individuals had expe-

rience in the armed forces of Idriss DØby.11 Fur representatives included Abdel-

Wahid and Abdu Isma‘il. The committee overseeing Zaghawa self-defence 

efforts appointed Daud Tahir Hariga, a Zaghawa merchant, to work with 

Abdel-Wahid. 

  In November 2001 the rebels recruited the Masalit at a meeting in Zalingei, 

West Darfur and the Darfur Liberation Front (jebhat tahrir dar for, DLF), also 

known as the Darfur Liberation Movement (harakat tahrir dar for), was born. 

Its existence was not made public until a June 2002 attack on a police station 

in the Jebel Marra village of Golo, and word did not reach the outside world 

until early 2003, when the DLF was renamed the SLA (Flint and de Waal, 2005, 

pp. 76�77). 


