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’TRADITIONAL CONFLICT CONTROL HAS CRUMBLED’
Sudan: war in Darfur 

Darfur in western Sudan has been ravaged for over a year by conflict that has left thousands dead and caused an exodus of refugees to Chad. The humanitarian disaster is overshadowed by the fragile peace talks between the culturally and ethnically different north and south. The national equation remains unsolved.

By Jean-Louis Péninou 

THE war that has bloodied the three states of Darfur, in western Sudan, since February 2003 has prompted a major humanitarian disaster: 110,000 refugees in Chad, 700,000 people internally displaced and more than 10,000 dead (1). Witnesses describe looting and devastation: dawn attacks, burnt villages, cut-off roads, stolen herds, no-go districts for aid organisations and foreigners. In just a few months tribal conflicts that have punctuated life in Darfur for 20 years have flared into civil war.

Darfur takes its name from the Fur, an ethnic African peasant group who live in the Jebel Marra mountains in central western Sudan. They domin ated a long-independent kingdom that was absorbed into Sudan in 1916. The province is now divided into North, South and West Darfur (2). The northern part is Saharan, home to camel-breeding nomads. In the central and southern areas pastoral tribes live alongside peasants and they regularly clash, especially when rain is scarce (in the Jebel Marra water is more plentiful). Darfur is a land of many tribes, all Muslim, although only a few have Arabic as a native tongue. The Arab tribes - that is the way that their opponents describe them - are usually nomads, breeding camels in the north and cows in the south. Some African tribes are pastoral; most are peasants. Khartoum views them all with contempt.

There is a history of conflicts in Darfur between herdsmen, who want water and grazing, and peasants, who want to protect their fields and meagre belongings. In this forsaken country of scant resources and no infrastructure, a demographic explosion has made the struggle for water and space more violent. (There are now six million inhabitants, twice as many as 20 years ago.) Traditional conflict control, based on the nomads’ adherence to north-south routes and precise periods of animal migration, began to crumble in the great drought and famine of the mid-1980s.

Darfur has been in crisis since then. Although there are politicians from the province in Khartoum, its predicament has steadily worsened. Between 1985 and 1988 the Fur fought Arabs who attacked their villages on their way in and out of Chad and Darfur, incursions by the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group and power plays by Sadeq al-Mahdi’s Umma party, the main coalition partner in government. The fighting could just have been a peak in the violence, worsened by drought. But in fact it was a sign of things to come.

The Arab Rizegat in southern Sudan won confirmation of their own dar (country) in the region of al-Duein but the peace conference that ended hostilities in November 1989 felt more like a truce. The miltary-Islamist regime that took over in 1989 did nothing to reduce widespread insecur ity; indeed the authorities’ more benevolent attitude to the Arab tribes - several of whose leaders were dignitaries in the new regime - emboldened the more warlike among them. Throughout the 1990s there were local wars in the three states of Darfur, but they were rarely reported abroad (3). Hostilities were typically initiated by Arab tribes. A terrifying new word, Janjaweed, was coined to describe their militias: it translates as the "devil’s cavaliers armed with Kalashnikovs". In the 1980s assault rifles had replaced spears and swords.

Since 2001 the number of unpunished incidents - attacks on villages, looting, thefts of herds - has increased, mainly in the region between Nyala and Geneina, and taken a toll on the Masalit and Fur. The mass attacks convinced the victims there had been a coordinated attempt at ethnic cleansing. At the same time in North Darfur several serious incidents rekindled tension between the Zagawa and the Eregat and Rezegat Arabs.

The Darfur Liberation Front (DLF), led by Abdel Wahid Muhammad Nur, a lawyer, triggered an uprising in the Jebel Marra on 25 February 2003, which united nearly all the African tribes of Darfur. The DLF, founded just over a year earlier, drew on Fur self-defence militias. To signal that it had expanded to include other African tribes, notably the Massalit, Zagawa and Berti, it changed its name to the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) in March 2003.

The uprising was well prepared; the lessons of the 1980s and 90s had been learnt. The SLA attacked police stations and army garrisons in pick-up trucks manned by fighters with rocket-propelled grenade launchers, machine guns, mortars and Kalashnikovs; the leaders used satellite phones. The rebels took control of areas such as Golo in the Jebel Marra, where they set up their headquarters, and Tine on the border with Chad, the seat of the main Zagawa sultanate. Their military chief, Abdallah Abakkar, was experienced: in 1990 he had been one of the commanders of the successful raid which set out from Darfur and installed Idriss Deby as president of Chad.

In spring 2003 the government faced repeated setbacks; it coped badly because its troops were concentrated in southern Sudan (4) and in the early weeks of the rebellion significant numbers of Darfur-born soldiers had deserted. President Omar al-Bashir transferred units from southern Sudan and tried to seal the Chad and Libyan borders. Colonel Muammar Gadafy agreed to stop the trafficking of trucks between Libya and Darfur; President Deby cooperated with Sudan’s army in the border zone. But weapons were plentiful and desert borders impossible to control.

The SLA pulled off a bold ploy on 25 April 2003, making a foray into al-Fasher, the capital of North Darfur: it took control of the airport and captured government air force general Ibrahim Bushra (5). The government felt humiliated. The president sacked the state governors of Darfur and ordered arrests in Nyala and al-Fasher of people suspected of rebel sympathies. A crisis committee was formed: its main decision had serious consequences. General Osman Muhammad Kibir, the new governor of North Darfur, officially enlisted the Arab militias, armed them and gave them a free hand to act against rebel territories. The rebels continued to have successes but their villages came under attack.

In late summer President Bashir secretly made contact via Deby with the SLA. The president of Chad, who is of Zagawa stock, knew the rebels well and feared the crisis could affect his alliance with Bashir. The gambit worked and in September 2003, a short-lived ceasefire was agreed in Abeche, Chad. For Khartoum, it was a chance to exploit the political rifts in the rebellion. A second rebel group, the Justice and Equality Movement (Jem), was increasing action in North Darfur. Led by Khalil Ibrahim, Jem has a Zagawa base. Ibrahim, who used to belong to the Islamist party of Hassan al-Turabi (6), is a relative of the Tine sultan and quit the Sudan regime in 1999. In 2000 Ibrahim’s group anonymously published the Black Book, which denounced the grip of three prominent tribes from northern Sudan -the Shaygia, Jaaliyin and Danagla - on the Sudanese state and its policies. Yet Jem felt little sympathy for the cause of southern Sudan and positioned itself as the advocate for the vast neglected swath of central Sudan from the Red Sea to Darfur.

Jem, accused by the authorities of being a front for Turabi (who did not wholly refute the claim), was not invited to the Abeche talks. Despite the ceasefire, pockets of fighting continued, not least because the Janjaweed, who had been excluded from the agreement, continued their raids, especially in the Zalingei area, with increasing government aircraft support.

When this ceasefire officially ended on 16 December 2003, war broke out again all over Darfur. The Khartoum government, having reinforced its army, went on the offensive with success. The SLA’s military chief, Abdallah Abakkar, was killed and government forces reconquered the Zagawa strongholds of Kulbus and Tine, prompting tens of thousands of women and children to take refuge in Chad. The government had successes in Masalit country further south and in the distant Saharan hills inhabited by the Meidob. But the army failed to occupy the Jebel Marra.

Proclaiming total victory, Bashir announced the end of military operations on 9 February. But although the army had regained control of urban areas, fighting continued, as did civilian massacres: on 27 February in the area of Tawila, North Darfur; and on 7 March in Wadi Salih, South Darfur, where the Janjaweed executed about 100 people. The United Nations also found at least four concentration camps for women and children where conditions are very poor. The SLA, led by a new military chief, Jibril Abelkarim Bahri, is still powerful despite its internal divisions, with an estimated 10,000 combatants.

The hope of peace in the interminable war of southern Sudan has made international initiatives for Darfur secondary. The Kenyan government is negotiating with the SPLA, but there is concern at the slow pace of the talks, which began 20 months ago under heavy US diplomatic pressure (7). Can Garang and Bashir alone decide Sudan’s future? The Darfur rebellion has shown they cannot. Garang knows this and is treading carefully. While pursuing negotiations in Kenya, he has also protested at the havoc caused by government forces and the Janjaweed in Darfur and has given the SLA discreet military support.

Recently he has been unable to avoid a crisis within the anti-regime National Democratic Alliance (NDA), whose founding objectives - self-determination for the south in exchange for southern support for the north’s demands for democracy - were damaged by Garang’s go-it-alone talks with the Sudan regime in Naivasha, Kenya. But in February the NDA council embraced the SLA, despite the misgivings of its president Osman al-Mirgani; this conferred on the western rebellion the legitimacy of a national cause.

Until then the Sudanese president’s sole polit ical gesture to the Darfur insurgents, a peace conference in Khartoum chaired by his appointees, had looked like an invitation to surrender. In March, on the eve of the tenth anniversary of the Rwandan genocide, UN agencies decided to denounce the contemporary ethnic cleansing in Darfur and Kofi Annan raised the possibility of international armed intervention.

President Bashir, under pressure, signed a fresh 45-day ceasefire on 8 April in the presence of international observers, this time including Jem. But if government and rebels do not strike a genuine political deal, and if the Arab militias do not disarm, the third ceasefire in six months is likely to be just another charade.

