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military operations. The SPLA divided 
the state into three zones and assigned 
a brigade from the 4th Division to each. 
The exercises were largely peaceful, 
except for a small clash in Leer, where 
two civilians were wounded.63 It is 
unclear how many weapons were 
collected in total, but the campaign 
contributed to resentment among 
targeted communities rather than 
securing control of an economically 
and strategically important area.64

In Jonglei State, the 2008 campaign 
followed previous initiatives. In 2005–
06 the SPLA had conducted an opera-
tion in northern Jonglei State that  
targeted the Lou Nuer in the area, 
perceived to be linked with ‘white 
army’ and South Sudan Defence Forces 
elements.65 The campaign was led by 
SPLA commanders who had a history 
in the area, which partly explains why 
some of the target community rebelled 
and more than 1,600 lives were lost in 
the ensuing battle. The fighting led to 
the highest number of SPLA casualties 
in military action in Southern Sudan 
since the end of the second civil war. 
Following this incident, there was a 
series of efforts to undertake disarma-
ment in a way that would not generate 
similar resistance. These built on local 
peace conferences and involved chiefs 
and former militia leaders, particularly 
in Murle and Lou Nuer areas of Pibor 
and Akobo counties. 

The 2008 campaign took place in 
some of the same areas targeted in 
2005–06, including Akobo and Pibor 
Counties. Participation in the cam-
paign was minimal largely due to 
community concerns about ongoing 
insecurity. In the context of recurrent 
conflict in Jonglei (see Box 4), fear of 
attacks from neighbouring communi-
ties led people to refuse to comply. 
Furthermore, in the absence of efforts 
to address underlying peace and  
security issues, youths have re-armed 
themselves for self-defence and the 
protection of cattle. For instance,  
according to local officials, ongoing 
cattle raiding by Murle, particularly 
in the area of Kolnyang, made civilians 
wary of cooperating in the disarma-
ment campaign and prompted some 
youths to purchase firearms for their 

Box 4 Inter-ethnic fighting in Jonglei State

In and around Jonglei State, resource competition and cattle raiding between ethnic groups—among them 

the Lou, Jikany, and Gawaar Nuer, Murle, Bor Dinka, and Anuak—is common.66 But since March 2009, the 

nature of inter-communal violence has shifted from the targeting of armed youth typically involved in 

raiding, to attacks on communities, including the elderly, women, and children. 

Tensions between armed Lou Nuer and Murle rose considerably following a series of raids in January 

and February. In one of these attacks, on 30 January, 29 people were reportedly killed, 15 injured, and 3,000 

cattle stolen from the Lou Nuer.67 A large group of Nuer youth, described as being part of an ‘unknown 

armed civilian group’, retaliated in a series of attacks between 5 and 13 March,68 starting with cattle camps 

in Gumuruk payam, Pibor County, and moving to the town of Lekwangole, which they held for two days. Up 

to 1,000 people were reportedly killed in the fighting and the aftermath, many of them women, children, and 

elderly as most of the men were with their cattle in the toic (grasslands).69 The Nuer also abducted Murle 

children, apparently in retaliation for their own children being abducted in previous attacks. Schools, clinics, 

NGO compounds, and churches were looted in the town, some of them destroyed in the process. 

Murle survivors described the Nuer as being heavily armed with AK-47s, PKMs, rocket-propelled grenade 

launchers, and hand grenades. There were reports that weapons were redistributed to Lou Nuer (the white 

army, which was the target of the 2005–06 disarmament) from SPLA stores in the period before the attacks.70 

Southern Sudan Police Service and SPLA uniforms were found on some of the dead bodies.71 This suggests 

that ethnic Lou Nuer within the SPLA were deserting to join their kin in the violence, pointing to problems 

of disaffection and command and control within the army. Furthermore, the SPLA—which had battalions in 

both Gumuruk and Pibor Counties and a smaller contingent about 1 km from Lekwangole town—did nothing 

to stop the attacks.72 Neither did the state authorities.73 There were similar accusations that the Murle, 

frequently allies of the SAF during the war, with a history of difficult relations with the SPLA, were receiving 

ammunition from the SAF.74

The Nuer attack on Lekwangole town was unusual in its targeting of communities rather than individu-

als or small groups. It is unclear who led the attacking force, and what motivated it apart from revenge for 

previous Murle raids. The governor of Jonglei State reportedly met with the GoSS president to request 

support from the SPLA to stop further retaliatory attacks;75 however, this kind of intervention probably 

would have fuelled accusations of GoSS bias against the Murle. The perception among the Murle is that 

state authorities were behind the attack.76

The violence continues. On 18–19 April, the Murle conducted a major attack on Lou Nuer communities 

in Akobo County, leaving at least 170 confirmed dead; the total death count could be as high as 300.77 Murle 

rearmament combined with the possible resurgence of the Lou Nuer white army greatly increases the 

potential for future violent confrontations.78

protection. Overall, some 2,000 weap-
ons were reportedly collected during 
the 2008 campaign, mostly from Akobo, 
Pibor, and Duk Counties.79 

The response of the GoSS Council 
of Ministers to resistance to disarma-
ment was to direct states to arrange 
community awareness raising events 
to highlight the dangers of firearm 
use and the resulting need to disarm. 
A series of meetings, hosted by the 
president or vice president and  
attended by high-level GoSS officials, 
state governors, CSSAC Bureau repre-
sentatives, and community leaders 
from five states, took place at the end 
of 2008 and in early 2009. Part of the  
aim of these meetings was to assure 
communities that the SPLA would 
provide security and develop recom-
mendations for other measures to  
enhance security between communi-
ties in conflict. 

 The international community’s 
approach to this and previous disarma-
ment campaigns has been inconsistent. 
On the one hand, the UN and donors 
have expressed concern that SPLA-
led disarmament will trigger resistance 
and exacerbate internal divisions, as 
was the case in 2005–06. On the other 
hand, the UN has at various points  
offered assistance subject to there  
being a plan in place; it has also 
sought guarantees that operations 
would be conducted voluntarily or  
as a strategy to minimize harm, as 
was the case in Akobo in 2006.80 More 
recently, for example, UNMIS supplied 
secure containers for collected weapons 
on the condition that only weapons 
collected ‘voluntarily’ would be stored 
in them.81

Whether in terms of stemming  
internal threats, reducing weapons in 
circulation, or addressing insecurity, 


