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Our new research is in two separate but related phases.  
Phase I is policy-oriented: building on the HA2015 case 
studies and subsequent field work, it looks at the challenges 
faced by humanitarian actors in recent crises—Afghanistan, 
Sudan, Sri Lanka, Somalia, Pakistan, and possibly others—
and at the policy and operational implications for UN agencies, 
NGOs, and donors. Phase II will take a historical approach and 
analyze in depth a number of long-running crises, as well as 
some cross-cutting themes, with a view to gaining a better 
understanding of lessons relevant to the humanitarian present 
through a retrospective analysis of the past. 

The Darfur 2010 Case Study—Summary 

Over the past seven years, the Darfur conflict has changed and 
humanitarian needs and response have evolved. The particular 

developments since the expulsion of the 13 INGOs and the revoking 
of the licenses of the national NGOs by the government of Sudan in 
2009 have largely gone uncharted and unremarked. This paper 
explores the challenges facing current humanitarian action that are 
linked with the ongoing conflict in the region; the floundering 
peace process; the exponential decline in security; the NGO 
expulsions linked with the indictment of President al-Bashir by the 
International Criminal Court; and the wider government strategy 
on Darfur. The peace process appears to have been replaced by a 
push for returns, recovery, reconstruction, and a wider domestic 
“political process” that involves unarmed stakeholders. At the same 
time, the international humanitarian response has faced major 
obstacles and bureaucratic challenges, along with radical and 
unexpected developments in the form of wholesale expulsions of 
aid agencies, increasing insecurity, and targeted kidnappings of 
humanitarian personnel. The varied response to this crisis by 
different parts of the international community (from the ICC to the 
UN agencies on the ground) reflects varying aims and strategies, 
some of which undermine each other. The resulting impasse has 
incapacitated international humanitarian action, with dire 
consequences in terms of unmet acute humanitarian needs and 
widespread chronic vulnerability among the long-term displaced 
and the urban and rural poor.  

Issues of concern noted in the report include:

•	 The shift in the international and national discourse to a 
rhetoric of “war is over” linked with recovery and returns, 
which ignores and undermines humanitarian principles.

•	 Lack of humanitarian leadership, from providing objective 
and up-to-date assessments and analysis of needs to ensuring 
that acute humanitarian needs are met.

•	 The hijacking of the humanitarian advocacy agenda by the 
ICC and human rights advocates, who have little 
understanding or capacity to address humanitarian needs 
and have in turn undermined further principled humanitarian 
action.

•	 Little or no evidence of strategic analysis and coordinated 
response by international actors to the challenges facing 
humanitarian action. 

The report ends with five broad recommendations to the 
international community.

Introduction

At the end of 2010, the Darfur region continues to host one of 
the largest humanitarian operations globally. Humanitarian 

needs vary from the widespread protracted needs of the long-term 
displaced to the more localized acute needs associated with recent 
displacement caused by ongoing conflict. The needs of the  
long-term displaced have evolved from the early days of the conflict 
and rebel counterinsurgency in 2003-2004, but despite the passage 
of time, new urban opportunities, and continuing livelihood 
adaptations, the displaced remain deeply impoverished and 
extremely vulnerable.

As with the evolution of many humanitarian crises, the 
humanitarian architecture quickly developed into a form of local 
governance and industry, complete with its own infrastructure, 
logistics, and economy. Given the size and scale of humanitarian 
operations, inevitably it has had major social, economic, and 
political implications and effects and has been subject to political 
influences on several fronts. At the same time, the international 
humanitarian response has faced major obstacles and bureaucratic 
challenges, along with radical and unexpected developments in the 
form of wholesale expulsions of agencies, evolving insecurity, and 
targeted kidnappings of humanitarian personnel.

This paper explores these recent trends and discusses their 
implications for vulnerability and humanitarian needs and also for 
humanitarian action now and in the future. While humanitarian 
needs clearly remain and vulnerabilities to future humanitarian 
crises are high, international humanitarian capacities to prevent 
and alleviate suffering in the Darfur region have been seriously 
impaired and have diminished to the extent that the international 
community can no longer assess or respond adequately to newly 
emerging needs. To make matters worse, there is a general lack of 
information, analysis, or public acknowledgement of this state of 
affairs, with a stripping of information about protection and 
humanitarian needs from UN and other websites charged with 
coordination and information exchange. Currently in Khartoum 
any reference to the “h” word is met with ambivalence: on the one 
hand needs exist, on the other the international community is 
struggling to cope with bureaucratic impediments of “remote 
programming,” immediate threats of insecurity to staff, and the 
more long-term threat of expulsion if the agency is not in accordance 
with government plans. In contrast to the stifled debate on 
humanitarian action, dialogue on recovery, reconstruction, and 
rehabilitation is thriving, despite the context of ongoing and 
increasing conflict and insecurity.

Is this simply a case of the erosion of humanitarianism (by both the 
government of Sudan and the international community), or is it 
something more fundamentally challenging or flawed in the 
concept of humanitarian response in protracted crises, including 
its analysis, design, and objectives? In other words, are the tools 
available to address humanitarian crises perhaps inadequate or 
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inappropriate for addressing chronic vulnerability in the context of 
protracted crises? To explore these questions, the paper reviews the 
implications for aid agencies and donors of the following five trends:

•	 The changing nature of the Darfur conflict since 2003 and the 
claims that war is over, which are directly linked with a push 
for early recovery and reconstruction and shift away from 
relief.

•	 The early politicization of humanitarian action and 
concomitant lack of neutrality and impartiality from the start 
of the response in 2004. This politicization was partly reflected 
in the merging of humanitarian claims of IDPs with their 
perceived political entitlements linked with the peace process.

•	 The expulsions of humanitarian agencies in 2009 and 
processes of “Sudanization” or nationalizing the aid programs. 

•	 The evolving and exponential deterioration in security as 
experienced by the international community and withdrawal 
of international staff.

•	 The muffling of humanitarian information and analysis,  
and crucial outstanding questions as to who is vulnerable  
and why.

Each of these trends has contributed to the current acute and 
chronic vulnerability of the people of Darfur, and both the 
international community and the government of Sudan have played 
a role in influencing this. This analysis serves as the basis of 
recommendations to the international humanitarian community.
 
This briefing note is intended as a discussion paper to inform the 
debate on humanitarian response in protracted crises and ongoing 
conflict. It is neither a systematic review nor a carefully designed 
field-based research study. It is based on a substantive literature 
review and interviews with a wide range of individuals from 
national and international organizations. 

IDPs in Kebkabiya, North Darfur, 2004
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1. The changing nature of Sudan’s crisis 
in Darfur, claims of “war over,” and shift 
from relief to recovery

The Darfur civil war between armed rebel groups (the Sudanese 
Liberation Movement/Army (SLM/A) and Justice and Equality 

Movement (JEM)) and government forces began in 2003 as a result 
of long-held grievances about the social, economic, and political 
marginalization of Darfur, a crisis of development, and increasing 
social and resource-based conflicts. At the regional level, Darfur’s 
links with the people and governments of Chad, Libya, and Central 
Africa Republic were an added complication. For more than thirty 
years, various Chadian and Libyan groups fought proxy wars in and 
from bases in Darfur.

Early successes in 2003 by the armed resistance groups were quickly 
overtaken by the now-infamous government counterinsurgency 
strategy. Following similar approaches adopted in southern Sudan, 
government strategy took advantage of the existing ethnic rivalries 
in Darfur, as they fostered and supported the new militia known as 
Janjaweed, who largely comprised Arab groups from Darfur and 
the region. The Janjaweed, with support from GoS air and land 
forces, systematically attacked and destroyed villages, causing mass 
forced displacement and a protection crisis on epic proportions. 
The violence and tactics employed also devastated livelihoods and 
created much wider food insecurity (Young, Osman et al. 2005).

While phases of the civil conflict have evolved, so have patterns of 
displacement. Following the escalation in 2003 and 2004, 
displacement began to level out in 2005, then in 2006 increased 
gradually as a result of ongoing conflict. Despite reports of small 
numbers of returns by the government, at the time of writing the 
displacement of 2003 and 2004 has not been reversed. Instead, the 
conflict and crisis have strategically redrawn the demographic map 
of Darfur as a result of displacement, linked processes of 
urbanization, and the restricted mobility and access for different 
groups, particularly for the internally displaced (IDPs). Different 
groups or factions control access to rural areas and are therefore 
controlling all civilian movements and access to natural resources. 

The generic term “displaced” hides a complex diversity of 
experiences, losses, and ongoing grievances. The forced 
displacement linked to the counterinsurgency was strategic, 
following political aims of depriving the insurgents of their 
perceived support and impoverishing their resource base. For those 
former rural farmers who were forcefully displaced, their 
humanitarian needs are linked to the promise of restitution and 
reparations. Alternatively there were those who were driven to 
migrate by fears for their safety and also by their loss of livelihood. 
Not all the displaced migrated to towns or to IDP camps; for 
example, groups of Arab pastoralists were also displaced, but moved 
to safer rural areas.

Early peace agreements and origins of AU/UN peacekeeping

A shaky humanitarian ceasefire agreement was brokered in early 
2004 between the government and the two rebel factions at the 
time—the Sudan Liberation Movement/Army (SLM) and the 
Justice and Equality Movement (JEM). They also agreed on the 
modalities for establishing a ceasefire commission and the 
deployment of African Union (AU) international observers. By 
April 2005, more than 2,000 African Union troops were deployed 
in Darfur, with plans to boost the force to more than 7,700, but 
without a peacekeeping mandate and limited powers to protect 
civilians in Darfur. This prompted the UN Security Council to 
propose that African Union troops in Darfur could become part of 
a UN peacekeeping mission, but this was strongly opposed by the 
government of Sudan who favored an expansion of African Union 
forces.

In August 2006, the UN Security Council voted to deploy a force of 
more than 17,000 peacekeepers across Darfur starting 1 January 
2007, although President al-Bashir had yet to give the permission of 
the Sudan government. Finally he accepted a three-phased approach 
leading to the deployment of a hybrid United Nations-African 
Union force (UNAMID), which is a multidimensional peacekeeping 
operation including military, civilian police, political, civil affairs, 
rule of law, human rights, humanitarian, reconstruction, public 
information, and gender components. Before UNAMID was fully 
established, the Security Council created a unique body called the 
Joint Mediation Support Team (JMST) to support the efforts of the 
joint mediators of the UN and African Union. The JMST facilitated 
numerous meetings between the parties in Arusha in Tanzania, 
Sharm El Sheikh in Egypt, Addis Ababa in Ethiopia, and Sirte in 
Libya.

Mediated by the African Union, a long process of peace talks 
followed in Abuja, Nigeria, between the two rebel movements (SLM 
and JEM) and the government. By the final round of the talks, the 
SLM had split into two factions; one led by Abdul Wahid Nour 
(SLM/AW) and another led by Mini Minnawi (SLM/MM). Both 
were committed to one common negotiation platform. Finally, the 
Darfur Peace Accord was signed on 5 May 2006 by the government 
of Sudan and the SLM/MM, but the other rebel groups, the JEM 
and the SLM/AW, rejected the deal and called for more concessions 
from the Khartoum government. The pressures of deadline 
diplomacy also played a role, with global leaders attending the 
meeting and instigating unworkable deadlines. Several members of 
the SLA/AW delegation broke with their leader and declared their 
support for the agreement. 

Partial signing of the DPA, splitting of rebel groups, increasing 
insecurity, and contracting humanitarian access

This partial signing of the peace agreement sparked violent protests 
among supporters of the non-signatories in Darfur, especially 
among those IDP camps dominated by SLM/AW sympathizers. 
From this point in time, the Darfur rebel movements were not only 
divided in terms of who signed and who didn’t, but even the  
non-signatories began to break up into innumerable groupings and 
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factions, creating instability on the ground and generalized disunity 
and in-fighting, thus severely disabling subsequent international 
efforts to get the non-signatories on board with the peace process, 
and also exacerbating localized insecurity. Insecurity led to  
ever-decreasing humanitarian access. For example, in mid-2006 
OCHA and the African Union had to withdraw altogether from the 
IDP camps in Zalingei for a period of several weeks.

A stop, start, stalling peace process

The peace process has been characterized by periods of intense 
international support and activity (e.g., the talks at Abuja), 
interspersed by periods in the doldrums, as a result of intractable 
problems signaling departures or non-participation of key parties. 
Since the fractionating of the rebel groups in 2006, their disunity 
has thwarted international efforts to bring them together to reach a 
common negotiating position. For example, peace talks organized 
in Sirte, Libya in late October 2007 stalled due to the absence of key 
rebel groups. In the first seven months of 2010, peace talks between 
the Sudanese government and Darfuri rebel groups have taken 
several new turns, following more than a year of lack of unity 
among the rebel groups and little or no progress. Efforts by Qatar, 
Egypt, and the Arab league to encourage negotiations have 
continued, not only between the parties to the conflict but also with 
representatives of Darfur civil society.

In early January 2010, President Omar al-Bashir called upon Darfur 
rebels to stop fighting and engage in peace talks with the 
government. This was followed by the signing of a preliminary 
peace agreement on 23 February 2010 between the government of 
Sudan and the Justice and Equality Movement in Doha, Qatar. This 
was heralded as a significant breakthrough by the international 
community, despite the lack of a unified negotiating position of all 
armed movements.

Shortly before the Sudan presidential and parliamentary elections 
in April 2010, a second deal was signed between the government of 
Sudan and the Liberation and Justice Movement (LJM)—a newly 
formed umbrella group of ten movements, led by Eltigani Seisi 
Mohamed, a prominent member of the Fur tribe, and former 
governor of North Darfur in the eighties. This was opposed by the 
rebel group JEM, as it was felt to undermine JEM’s position as the 
sole negotiator for Darfur’s rebels. It was also opposed by the 
Association of IDPs and Refugees of Darfur, who distanced 
themselves from Eltigani Seisi, given his long 25-year absence from 
Darfur and Sudan, according to the Sudan Tribune. In late July 
2010, violence erupted in Kalma IDP camp outside Nyala, and in 
Hamadiya camp in Zalingei, West Darfur. People in both camps 
were predominantly of Fur ethnicity and were previously politically 
united, but now split between supporters of the Sudan Liberation 
Movement of Abdul Wahid Nour and the Liberation and Justice 
Movement of Eltigani Seisi, which signaled ever-worsening  
inter-tribal conflict.

Despite the February ceasefire and framework agreement between 
Darfur rebel group JEM and the government, both sides accused 
each other of attacks. In February and March 2010, JEM leaders 

reported that government forces and associated militia launched 
bombing attacks on several locations on their positions in Jebel 
Moon, and in the Jebel Marra area. In protest over government 
attacks on its positions, JEM suspended its participation in the 
peace process, and JEM leader Khalil Ibrahim left the peace talks in 
Doha. The government subsequently ordered the arrest of the JEM 
leader, who they said should stand trial for the May 2008 attack on 
Khartoum.

The Sudan Liberation Army faction led by Abdul Wahid has 
continued to hold out against the government, although rifts within 
this group in January 2010 generated extreme internal tensions and 
conflict between rival groups in the Jebel Marra area, including 
reportedly the death of a senior commander (Flint 2010).

Inter-tribal fighting continues

From late 2006 onwards inter-tribal fighting has become a 
significant cause of conflict within Darfur, with numerous incidents 
of local clashes, causing heavy casualties and displacement of local 
populations. The precise grievances underlying these clashes vary, 
but many are over land and access to natural resources, and do not 
directly reflect the broader national-level Darfur conflict. Serious 
inter-tribal fighting between the Nawaiba of the Northern Rizaygat 
and the Misseriyya Saada in West and South Darfur erupted in 
March 2010 in the Jebel Marra region (and continued despite  
inter-tribal peace agreements, which were subsequently violated). 
Reports on this conflict are scant, although it triggered vicious 
inter-tribal fighting, resulting in heavy casualties and waves of local 
displacement. 

Parallel paths to peace, justice, and reconciliation—African 
Union Panel for Darfur (AUPD) initiative and local consultation

On 6 March 2009, the African Union commissioned a high-level 
panel chaired by President Thabo Mbeki of South Africa to 
investigate human rights violations in Darfur and examine the 
situation in depth and submit recommendations. The timing of this 
was just two days after the International Criminal Court’s decision 
to issue an arrest warrant against President al-Bashir for war crimes 
against humanity. A clear role for Mbeki at that time was to 
intercede between the International Criminal Court and Sudan 
(given that the African Union did not endorse the arrest warrant). 
In time, the work of the AU high-level panel also came to represent 
a parallel track to peace that potentially complemented the work of 
the JMST and higher-level peace talks.

In contrast to earlier efforts, an AU high-level panel travelled to the 
Darfur State capitals and Zalingei to consult with a broad range of 
groups and individuals. The AU high-level panel concluded that a 
roadmap for a recovery program and development assistance 
should be drawn up, and in relation to this the Darfur Joint 
Assessment Mission, a provision of the Darfur Peace Agreement, 
should be revived. Based on the consultations, the panel’s report 
observed the widespread collapse in livelihoods, the vested interests 
in increased lawlessness and growth in the war economy, the 
likelihood that many of the displaced would remain in the towns 
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War over? 

In the months preceding the national elections in April 2010, there 
was a growing affirmation from government and others that the 
Darfur conflict was over, despite considerable evidence to the 
contrary. In August 2009, General Martin Agwai, the UNAMID 
military commander, announced that the Darfur war was over and 
that fighting had subsided as the Darfur rebel groups had split into 
factions—all that remained, he said, were low-level disputes and 
banditry. After signing the ceasefire with the rebel group JEM in 
early 2010, President al-Bashir also declared that the war was over. 
Such claims continued throughout the summer with statements in 
July from the Minister of Defense Abdel Rahim Hussain  
(Al Rayaam Newspaper, 27 July 2010).

At an international donor’s conference for Development and 
Reconstruction of Darfur in March,1 the general tone among a 
number of speakers was that the current situation in Darfur was not 
the same as before and that it was more stable. The UN Humanitarian 
and Resident Coordinator also talked about overall improvements 
in the situation. Many broadly concurred that it was time for 
recovery, reconstruction, and development in order to give impetus 
to the peace process and transition away from relief, which reflects 
the broad stabilization agenda of western donors. Yet neither the 
indicators of conflict2 or security nor the humanitarian indicators 
supported this rhetoric of improvement (as discussed in section 
five). 

Several different levels of conflict have continued unabated in parts 
of Darfur, including inter-tribal fighting, ongoing fighting between 
the government forces and SLM/JEM, fighting along the disputed 
north-south border between the Sudan People’s Liberation Army 
and Darfuri Arab tribes, rampant banditry and generalized 
insecurity, and continuing clashes between Chadian and Sudanese 
forces along the Chad border.3

By November 2010, this deteriorating security situation was 
acknowledged more broadly; for example, a humanitarian update 
by UN OCHA (the first of its kind available online since March 
2009) reported that security developments had a significant impact 
on the ability of humanitarian partners to provide assistance 
(Anon. 2010). The update concluded that 

the humanitarian situation remained stable in many 
parts of Darfur, as shown by comparing several major 
sector indicators from the third quarter 2010 with the 
same time last year. 

and camps, the negative effects of the stigmatization of the Darfur 
Arabs as Janjaweed, and the fact they must be fully part of any 
solution (all of which were evident from recent research studies by 
Tufts and others (Young, Osman et al. 2005; Young, Osman et al. 
2009; Young, Jacobsen et al. 2009; Young 2009).

On humanitarian action, the report was much wider off the mark. 
While the panel recognized that humanitarian supplies should not  
be disrupted and the current mechanisms for the delivery of 
humanitarian assistance must be reinforced, they recommended 
that “UNAMID should be given the authority to coordinate 
international humanitarian efforts in Darfur,” para 32, point c  
(AU 2009). This contravenes the Policy Instruction on UN OCHA’s 
Structural Relationships Within An Integrated UN Presence  
(UN OCHA 2009), which states that a clearly identifiable OCHA 
presence outside the mission structure is necessary in order to 
promote the perception of neutrality and impartiality. This 
recommendation by the AU panel was not supported at field level, 
nor by UN Headquarters in New York, where it was rejected by both 
UN OCHA and DPKO. Humanitarian coordination in the Darfur 
region remains with the deputy Resident Coordinator/
Humanitarian Coordinator for Darfur—who is outside of 
UNAMID.

The AU and UN have also made efforts to bring Darfur civil society 
into the discussions on peace, compensation, land tenure, and 
rebuilding their communities. In November 2009, a four-day 
consultative meeting for Darfur civil society representatives was 
held in Doha, Qatar by the Darfur joint AU/UN mediator (Bassolé) 
attended by over 100 groups from tribal traditional leaders and civil 
society groups to identify the means for them to support the peace 
process. JEM voiced protests about this process, as it only included 
pro-government groups with rejection of participation by IDP 
groups, it lacked clarity about the role of civil society (which they 
felt was not at the negotiating table), and also because of the failure 
of the mediation to recognize the national dimensions of the crisis 
and because the debate reduced the conflict to less-relevant local 
issues. 

Developments at the end of 2010 have perhaps signaled the last nail 
in the coffin of the 2006 Darfur Peace Agreement, with the 
comments in the media by the Sudan armed forces that a group of 
ex-rebel forces loyal to Mini Minnawi has become “hostile forces.” 
This apparently coincided with government freezing of funds of the 
Transitional Darfur Regional Authority and the Darfur 
Reconstruction Fund and raids on their offices in El Fasher, North 
Darfur.

1	 The International Donors Conference for Development and Reconstruction in Darfur co-organized by Turkey and the Organization of the 
Islamic Conference, Cairo, 21st March 2010.

2	 According to the United Nations peacekeeping mission in Darfur, 440 fighters died during the month of May in clashes between rebel 
movements and the government.

3	 Although following the Febuary 2010 trip by Chad’s President Deby to Khartoum, President al-Bashir announced that Sudan was ready for 
full normalization of relations.
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This mismatch between the “degraded operating environment” and 
the apparent lack of impact on risk and vulnerability of the affected 
population raises questions, which are taken up in section five.

In summary, despite wide-ranging international efforts, the Darfur 
peace process has failed to establish inclusive or lasting peace 
agreements. The recent deals with two different rebel groups have 
been flawed as a result of the flaunting of the ceasefire between the 
government and Darfur rebel Justice and Equality Movement; the 
local Darfur opposition to the newly formed Liberation and Justice 
Movement; the abstention from the Doha peace talks; and internal 
strife within Abdul Wahid Nour’s faction of the Sudan Liberation 
Army. This suggests that so far little has been achieved by pursuing 
peace at this level, and long-term observers have argued that the 
mediated peace prospects are over.

Shifts from relief to early recovery—a new panacea

Currently humanitarian action is just one of multiple modalities for 
international intervention in the Darfur crisis. The set-up is 
confusing and represents diverse and sometimes overlapping 
interests. An example is the peace processes involving the Joint 
Mediation Support Team and the African Union High Level 
Implementation Panel (AUHIP, successor to the AUPD); the 
peacekeeping and protection forces of UNAMID; the peacebuilding 
efforts of the Darfur Community Peace and Stability Fund (DCPSF), 
a multi-donor trust fund; and the judicial procedures of the 
International Criminal Court (ICC).

UNAMID is specific for Darfur and is headed by the Joint  
UN-African Union Special Representative for Darfur Ibrahim 
Gambari, who reports to the Sudan Representative of the Secretary 
General (SRSG). The Resident Coordinator/ Humanitarian 
Coordinator (RC/HC) Georg Charpentier falls within the United 
Nations Mission in Sudan (UNMIS). His deputy has specific 
responsibilities for Darfur—but neither report formally to Gambari. 
This makes collaboration somewhat difficult, and this is partly 
addressed through an “Integrated Strategic Framework”—a 
mandatory document clarifying roles and responsibilities between 
agencies and missions. 

Early recovery is a relatively new modus operandi, which paves the 
way for intervention strategies aimed at laying the foundations for 
future peace and stability. Early recovery is conceived as a transition 
to a more stable era, in which humanitarian needs are reduced and 
peacebuilding, reconstruction, and development can start. 
Elements of early recovery were first introduced in the Darfur 
context following the partial signing of the Darfur Peace Agreement, 
as part of the Darfur Joint Assessment Mission and associated 
Darfur Community Peace and Stability Fund (DCPSF).4

In Darfur, early recovery has been synonymous with over-optimism 
regarding the peace process, while at the same time this agenda has 
complemented the government’s strategy of returns and 
resettlement as a solution for the displaced. The future will not be a 
return to the past; livelihood systems are in transition, especially 
among IDPs whose semi-urbanized settings have led to more 
urbanized lifestyles and livelihood strategies that are often 
inadequate, insecure, and sometimes maladaptive (Young 2009). 
The balance and coverage of current international humanitarian 
programming and IDPs’ lack of access to rural areas mean that 
livelihood interventions are likely to promote and support urban 
livelihoods, and are unlikely to support return movements. 
Meanwhile, wider urbanization trends continue, including a cheap 
but impoverished and chronically vulnerable labor force, localized 
deforestation, and development of private property as an investment. 
Furthermore, because of the strategic nature of some displacement, 
with regions of displacement now under the control of potentially 
hostile groups, returns to place of origin are currently not an option 
for many groups of IDPs (e.g., those in Kebkabiya in North Darfur, 
in Zalingei in West Darfur, or in Kalma in South Darfur).

The likelihood and feasibility of any returns would be improved if 
and when the war is over and security improves, justifying a 
transition to early recovery and stabilization. The government has 
planned for the resettlement of IDPs in urban areas, planning 
housing and related services, and accordingly people will be given 
the choice of either moving back to their villages or to the new 
housing complexes. This strategy was reiterated in August 2010 
when the governor of South Darfur, Abdul Hamid Musa Kasha, 
announced government plans to dismantle Kalma camp. His 
announcement coincided with clashes between IDP groups in 
Kalma camp who were for and against the peace process, and the 
barring of aid groups from entering Kalma camp for several days by 
the government (United Nations 2010). The powerlessness of the 
international community to ensure access to a long-term displaced 
camp is an indication of the challenges to humanitarian space.
 
Initially in 2007 there was strong resistance by several INGOs 
(including some of those subsequently expelled) to the “early 
recovery” agenda, which was seen as an externally driven agenda 
that contributed to the normalization of the crisis, and was therefore 
based on limited local analyses, and possibly threatened to 
undermine humanitarian action and budgets. Even the Darfur 
Community Peace and Stability Fund (DCPSF) subsequently 
acknowledged that the initiative was conceived “on the anvil of 
optimism that preceded the peace talks in Sirte in October 
2007”(DCPSF 2010). Ever hopeful of a peaceful resolution to the 
crisis, the DCPSF has focused on incentivizing peace through early 
recovery activities. But locally the challenges to recovery and 
peacebuilding remain, with ongoing conflict of all types, and with 
a significant deterioration in security with the epidemic of  
hostage-taking.

4	 The DCPSF seeks “to complement assistance channeled through bilateral and multilateral humanitarian funding streams such as the CHF 
[Common Humanitarian Fund].” Broadly the DCPSF was established to support peacebuilding and reconciliation at the local level through 
support to early recovery/foundational activities.
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The UNRC/HC’s office published a “portfolio of recovery activities” 
which outlines the existing recovery plans and programs in the 
humanitarian Work Plan and the UN Development Assistance 
Framework, which amounts to about $1.1 billion over two years, 
January 2010–December 2011. This is about half the amount spent 
on the humanitarian program, although the ratio of recovery to 
humanitarian action is increasing. UNAMID is also charged with 
implementing “quick start-up projects” each of which is not larger 
than $20,000 as a confidence-building measure. The AUPD argued 
that quick start-up projects are needed that “can be sustained over a 
period of time” (AU 2009, p. 37). Maybe this refers to the failure of 
UNAMID to complete the vast majority of their quick impact 
projects; of the 434 started since 2008, only 72 have been completed 
(UNRHCO 2010).
 
From a humanitarian perspective an early recovery agenda raises 
the following issues. Is humanitarian action undermined by the 
increasing attention given to early recovery, either in terms of 
resource allocation or overstretching or monopolizing INGO 
capacity to implement recovery projects? Recent experience 
suggests that UNAMID lacks capacity to administer and bring to 
completion quick impact projects. Capacities of civil society 
organizations are not sufficient to implement large million dollar 
projects (PDS 2009), and the administration and technical support 
does not exist to service and capacity-build local organizations. 
Another concern is the way the recovery agenda has been used to 
incorporate development approaches into humanitarian spheres, 
with a blurring of humanitarian principles of neutrality and 
independence. New tools and approaches are desperately needed to 
address vulnerability in the context of protracted complex crises, 
but these should complement rather than undermine humanitarian 
action. 

In summary, the international perception of humanitarian needs 
has changed partly because of the rhetoric that “war is over” from 
both the government and elements of the international community. 
This new spin is linked with the push for early recovery and 
reconstruction by the government and the international community. 
This raises serious questions about the implications for addressing 
acute and protracted humanitarian needs. Humanitarian action is 
gradually being dwarfed by the resources and personnel that are 

invested in UNAMID’s peacekeeping and protection. There are 
fears that humanitarian needs will be competing with the early 
recovery and peacebuilding programs, while little is known about 
the effectiveness and impact of either.

2. The early politicization of 
humanitarian action and lack of 
neutrality and impartiality

The intense media coverage of Darfur in 2004 gave voice to the 
concerns of IDPs who had been forcibly displaced by the 

counterinsurgency tactics, many of whom were closely aligned with 
the rebel groups. Not all IDP populations were highly politicized, 
but the majority of the larger camps located near urban centers 
were. The western media campaign was fuelled by the extensive 
human rights reporting5 and influenced by the public relations of 
rebel movements supported by diaspora groups. In time, elements 
of the diaspora were closely allied to the newly-emerging Darfur 
activist campaigns (the ENOUGH project and the Save Darfur 
coalition) that mobilized celebrity activists and public support 
throughout the western world. In contrast, humanitarian 
assessment reports were few at that time.6 Partly this was a result of 
restricted access—WFP’s annual needs assessment in 2004 was 
only able to reach 25% of the selected sites. Also it was because most 
humanitarian agencies arrived late, after the worst of the attacks on 
civilians were over, and focused their efforts on addressing the 
highly visible and immediate needs of displaced people. Only in late 
2004 and early 2005 was relief extended to crisis-affected rural 
groups, although where the displaced were integrated in the towns 
relief was provided to both residents and displaced. The other 
politicizing factor was the ongoing high profile debate on the 
question of genocide. Humanitarian actors and their assessments 
were one of the only potential sources of evidence, although there 
were no mortality surveys completed covering the period of the 
most intense violence in mid- to late 2003.
 
Faced with a humanitarian crisis of epic proportions, and following 
usual practice, agencies recruited international personnel to 
manage their programs. The lack of trust between the agencies, the 
government, and civil society was immediate, with many 

5	 Human Rights Watch. 2004. Empty Promises? Continuing Abuses in Darfur, Sudan. A Human Rights Watch Briefing Paper, Human Rights 
Watch, August 11, 2004; Human Rights Watch. 2004. Darfur in Flames: Atrocities in Western Sudan, Human Rights Watch 16, no. 5(A); 
Human Rights Watch. 2004. Darfur Destroyed: Ethnic Cleansing by Government and Militia Forces in Western Sudan. Human Rights Watch 
16, No. 6(A):1-86; International Crisis Group. 2004. Sudan: Now or Never in Darfur. ICG Africa Report No. 80:1-25; International Crisis 
Group. 2004. Darfur Rising: Sudan’s New Crisis. ICG Africa Report No. 76:1-49; International Crisis Group. 2004. Darfur Deadline: A New 
International Action Plan. ICG Africa Report No 83: 1-34; Physicians for Human Rights. 2004. PHR Calls for Intervention to Save Lives in 
Sudan: Field Team Compiles Indicators of Genocide. Physicians for Human Rights 17, No. 1:1-8; Physicians for Human Rights. 2006. Darfur: 
Assault on Survival; A Call for Security, Justice, and Restitution. 

6	 Checchi, F. 2004. A Survey of Internally Displaced People in El Geneina, West Darfur. Paris, Epicentre, Medecins Sans Frontieres; 
Depoortere, E., F. Checchi, et al. 2004. Violence and Mortality in West Darfur, Sudan (2003-04): Epidemiological Evidence from Four Surveys. 
The Lancet 364:1315-1320; Medecins Sans Frontieres. 2004. Food and Nutrition Survey Wade Saleh and Mukjar Provinces (West Darfur 
- North Sudan) Preliminary Findings. Khartoum; Save the Children (UK). 2004. Food Security and Nutrition Overview in North Darfur; OCHA. 
2004. Mission Report:  High Level Mission to Darfur, the Sudan; 27 April - 2 May 2004. Khartoum; WHO. 2004. Retrospective Mortality 
Survey among the Internally Displaced Population, Greater Darfur, Sudan, August 2004, World Health Organization European Programme for 
Intervention Epidemiology Training.
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international staff of established agencies not even trusting their 
own national staff or long-term partners. Inexperienced relief 
workers naturally developed sympathies with their beneficiaries—
all of whom represented one side in the conflict. This combination 
of local sympathies and international demonization of the Arab 
groups associated with the Janjaweed inevitably meant that many 
humanitarian actors were not impartial and either ignored Arab 
groups or only referred to them in relation to their role as “JJ” 
(Janjaweed militia). To be fair, this was in part because of genuine 
fear of these groups—fear generated by western media and the 
narrative around the conflict at that time. But it was also a result of 
the belief among some humanitarian actors that their assets and 
staff were being attacked by “government supporting” elements or 
Janjaweed. 

There were obvious exceptions, including ICRC, and a small 
number of INGOs (e.g., Danish Refugee Council, Triangle, 
Samaritan’s Purse, CRS, Save the Children, US) who pioneered 
humanitarian programs in rural areas and among Arab groups. 
Also by 2005, the World Food Programme had included many of 
these groups in their food distributions, for pragmatic reasons 
rather than based on needs assessments.
 
INGO strategy, both in terms of their public information and 
strategy on the ground in Darfur, was largely driven and determined 
by INGO headquarters. Subsequent research on agency coordination 
and decision-making has shown that the staff with the best 
knowledge about the situation were often not making decisions on 
how to handle it (Kruke and Olsen in press). Some technical agency 
staff even complained that their reports were being ignored by 
headquarters. Communications between the field and headquarters 
made it difficult to reach a common understanding. The centralized 
decision-making of INGOs, combined with the lack of assessments 
and availability of reports, meant that INGO public information 
closely echoed the widely available human rights reports and the 
international Darfur activist campaigns and media coverage. 
Newspapers have subsequently been accused of sketching “a 
pornography of violence” that reduced the crisis to a morality tale 
whose effect was to obscure the actual politics of violence  
(Mamdani 2007). 

There was distrust between the humanitarian agencies and the 
GoS, with both sides accusing the other of hidden political agendas. 
The government believed that the agencies were passing on 
information to human rights groups, and later to the ICC 
investigators. For many INGOs their ingrained distrust of potential 
government-aligned groups spilled over into them mistrusting 
local Darfuris and local Sudanese organizations. For the INGOs 
this severely impeded the recruitment of national staff, with many 
being drawn from the same tribal groups as the displaced 
population, which further isolated the INGOs from a broader 
perspective on the Darfur crisis. That said, there were risks to 
national staff in fronting the humanitarian operations; for example, 
the interpreter working for Jan Eliasson (Special Envoy for the 
UNSG for Darfur) was killed shortly after a difficult meeting in one 
of the camps in Nyala in 2006. There were also reports of 

imprisonment of INGO staff, and challenges of dealing with daily 
bureaucratic impediments (known as “BIMPS” among the INGOs).

Merging of humanitarian claims of IDPs with their perceived 
political entitlements

The partial signing of the Darfur Peace Accord by only some of the 
parties, the subsequent implementation failures and delays, and the 
floundering peace process have had lasting repercussions in Darfur, 
and left large IDP populations in limbo in terms of finding a 
political solution to the crisis. The majority of IDPs were displaced 
more than five or six years, and from the beginning, the IDP claims 
on humanitarian assistance were intrinsically linked to their need 
for protection, and to their political grievances and perceived 
political entitlements. The crisis was widely referred to as a 
“protection crisis” (Pantuliano and O’Callaghan 2006), in which 
the need for security often outweighed their need for relief food, 
water, shelter, etc. (UNRCHC Sudan 2004). In presenting the crisis 
as a “protection crisis,” the media, human rights advocates, and 
international NGOs not only reinforced but sanctioned these 
links—and so the provision of humanitarian assistance was 
inevitably linked to a promise of protection and eventual restitution.
 
Few symbols of these links were as tangible as the general food 
distribution ration card that entitled the owner to a monthly food 
basket of cereals, oil, pulses, etc. The ration cards were linked to an 
international food distribution program with more than 300 
distribution points, costing in excess of $800 million per year, and 
a logistical infrastructure and distribution system that delivered on 
a regular basis to more than three million people. These ration 
cards were the only UN-endorsed evidence of IDP or other  
conflict-affected status and represented an entitlement to food aid. 
They were also symbolic of the IDPs’ conflict-affected status, their 
political grievances, and claims for restitution. This has made it 
increasingly difficult for humanitarian agencies to assess the need 
for humanitarian assistance and challenge this claim in any way, as 
evidenced by the resistance to “re-registration” of the beneficiary 
population (Young and Maxwell 2009). To remove the IDP card is 
not only a threat to the humanitarian resources that IDPs receive, 
but more fundamentally undermines their wider political claims.

The IDP humanitarian claim or “right to food” became closely 
interwoven with their claim for protection. This means that while 
protection needs remain unaddressed, IDPs will continue to 
demand a full entitlement to humanitarian food assistance, 
irrespective of their food security status. The right to humanitarian 
food assistance has become strongly embedded within the IDP’s 
own narrative and IDP identity, which for the more politicized 
IDPs is linked to their political grievances as represented by the 
insurgency, the ongoing protection threats, and higher level peace 
processes. A study in 2008 concluded that if the IDP ration cards 
were to be withdrawn, this would challenge not only right to food 
assistance, but also their status as IDPs, which for many is linked to 
their political identity (Young and Maxwell 2009). The scale and 
efficiency of the food distribution system also served to demonstrate 
the serious intent of the international community in addressing 
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The expulsions were followed by an international furor and media 
coverage voicing outrage and serious concerns. Based on the claim 
that 40% of the aid was provided by these same agencies, hundreds 
of thousands of lives were thought to be at risk. The international 
responses were a balance between trying to get the agencies back in 
while at the same time addressing needs on the ground. 
Internationally, a clear priority was to reinstate the expelled 
agencies, which represented core elements of the humanitarian 
establishment (including the three INGO representatives on the 
UN humanitarian country team). US and British donors in 
particular lost several of their INGO implementing partners. 
Overnight their programs were shredded and their assets 
confiscated by the government of Sudan. One tactic used to justify 
their reinstatement was to emphasize the expert and professional 
expertise residing within these agencies; for example, according to 
John Holmes, the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator:

….what we’d like to do is to have ideally the NGOs who 
were there before back, because they were the experts 
at these food distributions. If not, we will have to find 
other ways of doing it. The World Food Programme did 
do this, what I would call a quick and dirty food 
distribution using some local committees, but that’s 
not an acceptable way of doing it for the sustainable 
future. So we’ll have to try and find other ways of doing 
that (Warner 2009).

Such arguments, taking the moral high ground (attributing expert 
status to the INGOs and presenting local capacity as quick and 
dirty), were not going to persuade the government of Sudan, given 
its commitments to nationalizing humanitarian operations. Neither 
was there international acknowledgement that many humanitarian 
INGOs had largely ignored or even shunned local capacities before 
the expulsions, except when it suited. That WFP, UNICEF, and 
other UN agencies were able to continue their relief operations and 
fill a large proportion of the gaps left was largely because they could 
work directly with national and local organizations, including the 
state-level Ministry of Health and local community bodies, such as 
the Food Relief Committees. Without this local capacity, very little 
humanitarian relief would ever have been delivered in Darfur even 
before the expulsions.

Following the expulsions, efforts were immediately directed at 
filling the gap in service provision, with the UN and the GoS 
conducting a joint assessment of the humanitarian impact of the 
departure of the NGOs, and of the capacity to meet emergency 
needs (GoS/UN 2009).8 The initial predictions had underestimated 
the capacity of local relief committees and the ability of WFP and 
UNICEF to ramp up their operations, which included hiring the 
recently sacked national personnel of the expelled INGOs and the 

Darfur’s problems and by association the injustices of the Darfur 
conflict.

In summary, since their inception, international humanitarian 
operations were not seen as neutral and impartial by parts of 
government or some of the groups in Darfur. This was manifested 
by the expulsions of INGOs in 2009. Several factors contributed to 
the politicization of humanitarian action in the Darfur region, 
including: the international human rights reporting, which fed the 
international media campaign, which was used by the humanitarian 
agencies as part of their strategy for raising public awareness and 
fund-raising; the late arrival of INGOs after April 2004 and lack of 
completed and published humanitarian assessments that presented 
a broader picture of humanitarian suffering across the region; the 
centralized decision-making processes of INGOs and poor 
coordination between their headquarters and field staff that 
undermined a wider and deeper understanding of the crisis; and 
the ingrained distrust between the INGOs and the government that 
spilled over into distrust of local staff and local organizations.

3. The INGO expulsions and processes of 
“Sudanization”

On 4 March 2009, the government announced its decision to 
expel 13 international NGOs operating in Northern Sudan 

and revoke the licenses of three national aid organizations. The 
order came within half an hour of the International Criminal 
Court’s (ICC) news conference that announced the decision to issue 
an arrest warrant against President al-Bashir for war crimes, 
genocide, and crimes against humanity. The Sudanese authorities 
initially accused the aid groups of passing information to the ICC 
on alleged atrocities in Darfur, although no formal accusation was 
ever made against the NGOs. Finally, in a government 
communications release, it was stated that the expelled were 
removed for involvement in political activities and not respecting 
their humanitarian mandates.

The decision was a bolt from the blue. While the government had 
reassured the international community that, in the event of an ICC 
decision, they would be safe, the idea of INGO expulsions was 
beyond imagination.7 The lack of forewarning and direct strike at 
the heart of the western international humanitarian establishment 
was a complete and utter shock for all involved. Within 24 hours 
humanitarian capacity in Darfur was significantly reduced. This 
was immediately followed by announcements by the President 
himself that he had ordered the Ministry of Humanitarian Affairs 
to completely “Sudanize” humanitarian operations within one year 
to close the gap of the humanitarian work. 

7	 Commentators Julie Flint and Alex de Waal warned at the time that something like this was likely to happen: “The immediate dangers are 
easy to foresee. “The very people the ICC seeks to defend—the survivors of the Darfur war—are the most vulnerable to whatever steps the 
regime takes in its fightback.” J. Flint, and A. de Waal. 2008. This Prosecution Will Endanger the People We Wish to Defend in Sudan. The 
Observer.

8	 This only looked at the situation in 38 communities and therefore did not reflect the wider regional context.



“Navigating Without a Compass: The Erosion of Humanitarianism in Darfur” Prepared by researchers at Feinstein International Center, Tufts University 12

multi-million dollar programs as the norm. This increasing 
coverage and scale has meant focusing on maintaining essential 
services and relief distributions, while having to cut back on more 
innovative but intensive livelihoods programming. There was little 
remaining capacity to expand into the new areas suggested by an 
early recovery agenda. Another casualty, in name at least, appears 
to be “protection.” Protection is now rarely if ever referred to in 
program strategies and has been stripped from any UN and NGO 
information materials or websites, presumably because of the need 
to sanitize assistance programs and remove all associations with 
human rights advocacy of the type that might be associated with 
information of relevance to the ICC.

After much negotiation in June 2009, the government of Sudan 
eventually authorized four aid agencies expelled from the country 
in March to return to Darfur, provided they registered under 
slightly changed names and logos. Agencies on the ground, for 
example in Zalingei, explain that in terms of service delivery many 
of the gaps still remain. According to one informant 

some government departments have tried to help, but 
there is always a stand-off between the IDPs and 
anything to do with the government. It’s a classical 
stand-off; they (the IDPs) would rather go to a private 
service provider than the government.

direct implementation of programs. Remaining INGOs “mopped 
up” the programs of other agencies and quickly expanded into new 
geographic areas and sectors, with new “lead” agencies in different 
sectors.

The government process of Sudanization of humanitarian action 
also took immediate effect, with two broad elements affecting the 
remaining INGOs. First, they were required to take on and work 
through national partners, and second, they had restrictions placed 
on them as to how many international staff they could employ and 
had to involve the Humanitarian Aid Commission (HAC) in the 
recruitment and selection of new staff.

In addition to these government measures, the greatest force for 
Sudanization was the increasing and widespread insecurity that 
forced agencies to pull their international staff out of the field 
locations to the regional centers (see section on security below). 
These field programs continue to operate but increasingly under 
“remote control,” sometimes with weekly field visits from national 
staff by helicopter, but increasingly rarer are visits by international 
humanitarian professionals.

In the post-expulsion environment, the remaining agencies found 
themselves considerably overstretched, with many taking on  

Commentary in the media and among the expelled agencies frequently attributed the expulsions to a knee-jerk reaction by 
President al-Bashir after the ICC indictment. This underestimates the forethought and planning of the Government of Sudan. 
More likely, the indictment was a “trigger” to the decision following a build-up of events and not limited to the ICC final decision. 
Most political decisions have a history, yet commentators have largely ignored the build-up to the decision. Certain INGOs

•	 continued their humanitarian operations on the one hand while supporting international advocacy on human rights issues 
on the other;

•	 contributed to the stigmatization of some groups while adopting the narrative of other groups in their advocacy and 
therefore contributed to the perceived lack of impartiality and neutrality of some INGOs;

•	 ignored or even shunned local capacity and failed to develop a non-discriminatory national employment policy;

•	 behaved in a professionally exclusive manner bordering on protectionism in their approach, whereby they claimed the 
moral high ground combined with technical superiority.

While these patterns were by no means universal, they reflect general trends that were recognized by both Sudanese and 
international observers.

Box 1. Possible Reasons Behind the Expulsions

In summary, the government’s decision to expel 13 INGOs and 
revoke the licenses of three local NGOs struck at the heart of the 
international humanitarian establishment and meant that more 
than 6000 Sudanese lost their jobs. The Sudanese authorities 
accused the aid groups of passing information to the ICC on alleged 
atrocities in Darfur. In retrospect, certain trends in the behavior of 
INGOs have been evident that may have prompted the government 

to take the steps it did. For example, agencies continued 
humanitarian operations and adopted the narrative of the displaced 
groups they were helping while at the same time they contributed to 
the stigmatization of pro-government groups involved in the 
conflict. Before the expulsions, INGOs tended to mistrust and shun 
local capacity and failed to develop a non-discriminatory 
employment policy. Initial predictions of imminent deaths among 
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the affected population as a result of the expulsions underestimated 
the capacity of local relief committees and the ability of the World 
Food Programme and UNICEF, and the remaining agencies, to 
ramp up their operations and also operate in closer partnership 
with government ministries. The increased role for state-level 
ministries, such as the Ministry of Health, and local NGOs has 
been positive, although significant gaps in service delivery remain 
and problems with timely release of information remain.

4. The evolving and exponential 
deterioration in security

At the time of writing (December 2010), insecurity directed at 
the international humanitarian community has spiraled and 

led to the withdrawal of international humanitarian staff in some 
areas, and could eventually signal the end of meaningful 
international humanitarian access altogether. The targeting of 
humanitarian assets and personnel has evolved from relative 
stability in 2005 (despite the deaths of two Save UK workers in that 
year) to an epidemic of car-jackings in 2008, and, even more sinister 
still, the recent spate of killings of UNAMID personnel, and the 
plague of kidnappings and hostage-taking. At the same time, there 
is a deliberate government strategy to deny humanitarians access to 
areas where hostilities continue.

The reason for the fall in incidence of car-jackings is largely a result 
of the change in UN and NGO strategy to using unmarked vehicles. 
The incidence of kidnappings only started just before the arrest 
warrant was issued, but since then there have been at least five 
kidnapping incidents (not all are reported publicly, especially 
attempted kidnappings), usually by armed gangs demanding a 
ransom. Worryingly, the time taken for hostages to be released has 
gradually increased with each incident, from a few days to a few 
weeks to more than five months. The kidnapping of ICRC aid 
workers was of particular concern given ICRC’s exemplary record 
of work in the Darfur region, which covered large rural areas and a 
range of protection and assistance activities.

Since the most recent kidnapping and ongoing hostage incidents, 
which involved hostages being taken from their compounds in 
Nyala, the capital of South Darfur state, and al Fasher, the capital of 
North Darfur state, several INGOs have withdrawn their 
international staff to Khartoum, thus isolating the humanitarian 
programs from international involvement even further. Before this 
most recent incident, those who were directly affected had scaled 
back their sub-offices, suspended movements outside towns (for 
those who previously travelled outside), and had pulled their 
international staff and many of their national staff out of their field 
offices.

The effect on aid workers of such conditions also needs serious 
attention. Some individuals have been held up at gunpoint and 

“jacked” several times while in Darfur. This undermines their 
judgment and sends out an implicit message to observers that they 
are prepared to continue to work in Darfur under any circumstances. 
The alternative strategy is to “go to ground” and run activities 
remotely, relying on local groups—relief committees and 
community-based organizations—to do the best they can without 
direct support or supervision. The job of humanitarian workers in 
Darfur has changed from a field and people-focused role, to an 
urban desk-based administrator weighing up risks versus benefits 
of particular activities. Making life or death decisions is no longer 
just about the people they are helping, but also concerns their own 
lives, those of their colleagues, their partners, and the people with 
whom they work at a distance.

In summary, the security situation has a taken a particularly sinister 
shift from soft looting, attacks on humanitarian resources (convoys, 
premises, stores), to direct attacks on personnel, with kidnappings 
and hostage-taking, and killings of humanitarian personnel. This 
has directly impacted the presence of international personnel and 
ways of working, with staff being pulled back to state capitals and in 
some cases to Khartoum. This diminishing humanitarian presence 
inevitably has knock-on effects on the capacity to assess, respond, 
and monitor humanitarian programs. This changing security 
context has evolved over a relatively short period of time and has 
shaped humanitarian programming dramatically, with few 
questions asked about the implications for accountability and 
quality control.

5. Muffled information—who is 
vulnerable and why?

Attention and coverage of the humanitarian crisis in Darfur has 
waned since the INGO expulsions, with a switch in focus 

among commentators and the media to the 2010 elections, 
instability in the south, and the 2011 referendum. Even for UN 
agencies the focus appears to have shifted to the south and the 
issues arising from the forthcoming referendum. Much less is 
known and reported about the Darfur situation. The UN reporting 
on the humanitarian situation in Darfur dried up following the 
NGO expulsions with the loss of the Darfur Humanitarian Profiles, 
which were published on a quarterly basis from October 2004 to 
March 2009 by the UNRC/HC’s office, and which provided a crucial 
overview of humanitarian operations. Similarly UNICEF stopped 
publishing online their “Sudan Humanitarian Action Update”—
the last one available on the web is 13 March 2009—just before the 
expulsions. Online humanitarian action reports from UNICEF on 
Darfur are now only available as part of broader Sudan updates or 
updates from the region.

The Nutrition Update for Darfur published by UNICEF in January 
2010 showed prevalence of global acute malnutrition almost double 
the emergency thresholds in several surveys,9 despite humanitarian 

9	 The most common indicator used to gauge the severity of a humanitarian crisis is the prevalence of global acute malnutrition, and the 
benchmark or threshold that corresponds to a humanitarian emergency is 15%. A doubling of this rate to 30% represents a  
“famine/ humanitarian catastrophe.” FAO. 2008. Integrated Food Security Phase Classification. Technical Manual. Version 1.1. Rome.
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operations reaching these same populations. Between June 2009 
and the update published in January 2010, more than 21 surveys 
had been completed, but only seven had been formally released and 
approved by the Humanitarian Affairs Commission, of which five 
reported malnutrition rates from 15% to 29 % (UNICEF 2010). 
There is also a problem with the reporting by UNICEF. While the 
Nutrition Update for May 2010 shows technical competency, it 
lacks analysis of what the figures mean—either for the communities 
affected or for response strategies. The crucial summary statements 
are ambiguous and do not convey the seriousness of the situation. 
Readers must search the report for the actual data and prevalence 
rates, and the narrative is difficult to read for anyone but the 
technically dedicated. Although the data is limited, it reflects an 
extremely poor nutritional situation with implications for 
functional outcomes of mortality and morbidity risk, and reduced 
learning abilities and development. Evidence suggests that under 
the right conditions these prevalence rates quickly decrease in 
Darfur. For example, prevalence of acute malnutrition rapidly 
declines during the post-harvest season when food availability and 
access is good. Also, following the unprecedented humanitarian 
response in 2005, regionwide prevalence rates of malnutrition fell 
to 11.9% (10.3% - 13.6%) global acute malnutrition.

Addressing high levels of acute malnutrition requires a  
multi-sectoral humanitarian response that involves several IASC 
clusters, including food, health, and water and sanitation, for 
example. However, only the emergency operations of WFP have as 
their goal the reduction of acute malnutrition, yet it is UNICEF 
(nutrition cluster lead) who are responsible for coordinating 
nutritional surveys and surveillance. This presents a problem for 
coordination and creates a gap between nutrition coordination and 
one of the main agencies charged with addressing it. It also 
highlights a dilemma, in that in the earlier stages of humanitarian 
action it has been shown to be possible to bring down these figures 
to acceptable levels, yet it appears it is not possible to sustain these 
improvements in the longer-term in the face of ongoing extreme 
under-development and poverty combined with ongoing low levels 
of insecurity and conflict. In other words, humanitarian action may 
be able to address the immediate or even the underlying causes of 
malnutrition to some extent, but does not have the tools to address 
the basic causes of malnutrition operating at the regional and 
national level. No firm conclusions can be drawn without proper 
investigation of these trends over time and without analysis of 
underlying causes and functional outcomes of acute malnutrition.

The above paragraphs capture one of the many humanitarian 
dilemmas: while an acute humanitarian response might be able to 
quickly reduce malnutrition and mortality rates to acceptable 
levels, such improvements cannot be sustained because of lack of 
sustainable livelihoods causing chronic vulnerability, donor fatigue, 
and change in strategies (from relief to recovery), but also because 
the acute response model, while it works in the short-term, rarely is 
sufficiently robust and flexible to adjust to the evolving context or to 
address its own inherent flaws.

There are several causes for concern with regard to the reporting of 
humanitarian indicators, and also frequent claims of that the 
situation is stable, including:

•	 The regular occurrence of emergency levels of GAM on a 
seasonal basis, which are ignored by the international 
community. If the emergency benchmark of 15% is felt not to 
apply to Darfur, this needs to be properly explained and 
justified based on evidence.

•	 The poor reporting by UNICEF on the available malnutrition 
estimates, which buries GAM estimates by scattering them 
about within the report, thus making it harder for readers to 
evaluate.

•	 The reported blocking of the release of nutrition survey 
reports, and delays in completing survey reports which may 
partly be linked to lack of capacity within the MoH.

In summary, attention and coverage of the humanitarian crisis in 
Darfur has waned since the INGO expulsions, with a switch in 
focus to the recent elections, instability in the south, and the 2011 
referendum. Coinciding with claims that war was over were 
statements about stabilization of the humanitarian situation. This 
was despite considerable evidence to the contrary—including 
prevalence rates of acute malnutrition more than double the 
emergency thresholds. Crucial information about the humanitarian 
situation is lacking. There are serious issues with the proper 
validation of the nutrition survey reports and their immediate 
release—without such data neither the government nor the 
international community can properly understand the severity of 
the humanitarian situation or the efficacy of the response. 
Navigating a crisis without a compass leaves it liable to be driven by 
a wider politicized agenda.

On the way home, Umm Dokhun, West Darfur, 2007
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Discussion and Conclusions

Chronic vulnerabilities, acute needs, and increasing risks

Over time, the Darfur conflict has changed and so have humanitarian 
needs and responses. The protracted and unending nature of the 
conflict and crisis has contributed to a chronic vulnerability of 
the long-term displaced, who are failing to achieve sustainable 
livelihoods despite ongoing processes of urbanization and livelihood 
adaptations. These processes are only beginning to be understood. 
In urban areas, the combined effects of high population density, 
competition for limited livelihood opportunities, environmental 
fragility, pressures on accessing water and other natural resources 
(firewood, cultivable land, etc.) for domestic consumption and for 
livelihood purposes exacerbate the chronic vulnerability of IDPs 
and the urban poor. Chronic vulnerabilities also exist as a result 
of the profound ecological fragility of Darfur’s livelihood systems, 
which depend on a combination of natural resources that are at 
the mercy of climate variability and drought. This pre-existing 
ecological vulnerability has been exacerbated by the ongoing 
conflict, so that even in the event of peace and stability, Darfur will 
remain extremely susceptible to environmental crises.

Acute humanitarian crises continue to occur as a result of ongoing 
hostilities of a national and more local character in areas that are 
inaccessible to the international community.

Acute and protracted humanitarian needs also persist as a result 
of the failure of international peace processes to secure higher 
level peace agreements that hold, or to secure the engagement of 
key opposition groups. The attempts to promote unity between 
the factions and the inclusion of large sections of civil society at 
the actual peace talks in Doha have been accompanied by further 
bloodshed within the IDP constituencies, ostensibly between 
different factions of the same ethnic group. Calls to domesticate the 
peace process and shift the talks to Darfur have yet to produce any 
tangible results.

Diminishing and impaired humanitarian capacities

Despite the continuing efforts and increasing range of international 
response modalities and input of resources, international 
humanitarian capacities have been seriously eroded and impaired to 
a point that leaves Darfuris in a more vulnerable position now than 
at any other time since the counterinsurgency operations and forced 
displacements in 2003 and early 2004. A number of factors account 
for this impaired capacity relating to the instrumentalization of 
humanitarian aid by all parties, including the specific strategies 
and actions of the government of Sudan, the warring factions, and 
also the strategies and actions of the international community, and 
even the displaced themselves.

The government of Sudan exerts almost complete control over 
international humanitarian actions and humanitarian agencies 
in the Darfur region, including control of humanitarian access 
and information (such as humanitarian indicators). This control 
is well illustrated by the expulsions of the 13 NGOs in 2009, the 

more recent expulsion of senior IOM personnel, and the recent 
announcement by President al-Bashir on 7 August 2010 that if any 
agency exceeds its authority, it can be expelled on the same day by 
the authority of the state governors. Since the 2009 expulsions, not 
all gaps in the response have been filled and significant unmet needs 
remain. At the same time, government policies of “Sudanization” 
of humanitarian response have controlled whom agencies hire 
and enforced a system of partnerships with local agencies. While 
initiatives to strengthen and build on local capacities are long 
overdue, the current government strategies fail to properly 
acknowledge and plan for the weak capacity, limited coverage, and 
also lack managerial and technical experience of local civil society 
organizations.

The most recent development—the drafting of a new government 
strategy for Darfur—clearly spells out the government’s priorities 
and strategies for achieving these. While the government strategy 
commits to ensuring that full humanitarian needs of the Darfur 
population are met, the caveat that access will only be facilitated to 
secure regions of Darfur is far more restrictive.

The international humanitarian community has lost a large 
part of its institutional capacity, and with some exceptions, the 
remaining agencies have found themselves emasculated and living 
in fear of daily security threats to their personnel and resources, 
and fears of their possible imminent expulsion. The international 
humanitarian community now exerts ever-decreasing control over 
its activities as demonstrated by the expulsion and withdrawal of 
some international staff from the region, and also by the inability 
of international agencies to access the affected population and 
undertake proper humanitarian assessments. The ability of 
humanitarian agencies to negotiate safe access and assess needs was 
already diminishing before the INGO expulsions, as a result of the 
increasing insecurity.

Where humanitarian access has been maintained there have been 
serious delays and blocking of key information; for example, the 
failure to release regular nutrition survey reports, which contain 
the vital humanitarian indicators that enable the severity of the 
humanitarian crisis to be judged. This recently came to light in 
November 2010 in an interview with the UNICEF representative on 
Radio Dabanga (Radio Dabanga 2010).

Overall, international capacities to address newly-arising acute 
humanitarian crises have been seriously undermined. This is 
not immediately evident because of the successes of WFP in 
continuing their food distributions to more than 300 distribution 
points. While these efforts are highly commendable and serve the 
ongoing protracted needs, they are based on local institutions and 
structures that were established in earlier years. It is very doubtful 
whether these local institutions working with UN and a handful of 
international agencies are sufficiently flexible and adept to respond 
to newly arising crises on a wide scale. UNAMID’s capacity to 
respond to humanitarian needs is unknown, although their ability 
to complete Quick Impact Projects is not encouraging.
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Role played by the international community

While international attention frequently focuses on the actions of 
the government of Sudan, there is little critical self-examination 
within the humanitarian community of how international actions 
have directly and indirectly affected the people of Darfur and 
their growing chronic vulnerability. It is within this domain of 
international responsibility that there is potentially most room for 
maneuver in terms of addressing the humanitarian challenges. This 
review has identified certain trends in international response that 
may have also contributed to the increasing risks and vulnerability 
of some groups in the Darfur region, including:

•	 The early politicization of humanitarian action and failures of 
the international community to actively promote a more 
impartial and balanced response to the crisis. This in turn 
raised expectations among some IDP groups regarding an 
internationally-brokered political settlement and the 
protection offered by the international peacekeeping forces.

•	 Failures to strategically develop and support local partnerships 
with civil society from the beginning and address the lack of 
trust between international and local organizations.

•	 The employment policies of international organizations, 
which included a high turnover of international staff, who 
were often recruited internationally from rosters and therefore 
lacked local knowledge and personal networks; plus the 
discriminatory recruitment of national staff who were not 
broadly representative of tribal groups in Darfur.

•	 The accommodation and sometimes endorsement of the 
government position that war was over, and the uncritical 
moves towards early recovery. This support of the government 
strategy of security, returns, and early recovery in Darfur 
reflected broader donor policies of stabilization and the 
linking of security and development. The implications of 
recovery policies and more broadly the presence of UNAMID 
for humanitarian action needs to be better understood.

•	 In the past year, the failure to provide objective and up-to-
date assessments and analysis of humanitarian needs. Over 
and above the problem of delayed and blocked reports by the 
Ministry of Health, what little data was available is subject to 
spin and obfuscation. A closer look at the data reflects an 
alarming situation about which there is no clear commentary 
or analysis by the UN technical agencies concerned.10

•	 The decrease in general information, clear commentary, and 
leadership on the humanitarian situation, particularly by the 
UN HC, UN OCHA and UNICEF.

Of more universal concern than these specific trends witnessed 
in the Darfur region are the humanitarian challenges that 
fundamentally stem from the design and objectives of protracted 

humanitarian response, which are combined with issues around 
the assessment and analysis of protracted humanitarian crises. A 
simple switch to early recovery fails to recognize the challenges 
of addressing chronic vulnerability of lives and livelihoods in the 
context of a protracted political and protection crisis. The region 
has experienced unprecedented levels of humanitarian assistance, 
and humanitarian action has become institutionalized and part of 
evolving local governance. The first step to addressing these issues 
is reaching a better and shared understanding and analysis of the 
context and nature of chronic vulnerability; only then can strategies 
be developed that address the deeper underlying issues.

Once past the first phase of humanitarian response, humanitarian 
actors become local players, and inevitably their work influences and 
almost becomes assimilated as part of the local political economy. 
Sustaining an impartial, independent, and neutral humanitarian 
operation becomes increasingly difficult and possibly less 
relevant. This phenomenon might be referred to as “humanitarian 
diminishing returns,” which indicates that to continue after 
a certain level of performance has been reached, despite the 
continuing application of effort and in some cases increasing input 
of resources, will result in a decline in effectiveness. This has been 
seen in Darfur, where the humanitarian indicators, such as the rate 
of global acute malnutrition were at some of their lowest levels in 
2005—only one year after the humanitarian operation started—
but have stubbornly refused to come down to this 2005 level since 
then. This phenomenon has also been witnessed in a number of 
other protracted humanitarian crises where enabling the status 
quo to be maintained becomes an ever-increasing challenge. At 
this stage new approaches and tools are needed to address the 
problems of protracted crises and chronic vulnerability, while 
reserving the short-term acute humanitarian model of response for  
newly-emerging crises.

Learning from experience
The Darfur region of Sudan has a long experience of humanitarian 
action, and learning from this experience contributed to the current 
body of best practice and humanitarian policies. Today’s challenges 
must be matched by similar learning processes if international 
action is to address tomorrow’s humanitarian needs. In the wider 
context of Sudan, and the crucial culminating events associated 
with the CPA, events in Darfur are not an irrelevance. The region of 
Darfur is increasingly troubling and is likely to play a destabilizing 
role in the wider north-south road to peace or to secession. 
Sustaining and adapting the capacity to support and implement 
effective humanitarian, recovery, and development programs is 
crucial. Currently that capacity does not exist.

10	The possible reasons for this are: UNICEF do not trust the reliability or validity of their own data for whatever reason; or they don’t fully 
understand the underlying causes of such high prevalence rates and therefore don’t want to initiate a debate on whose responsibility it is 
to respond (i.e., a food- versus health-based response); or they are bowing to pressures; or they have their own reasons to obfuscate the 
results.
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Recommendations
1. Need for a strong and united front among UN agencies charged 
with addressing humanitarian needs, that addresses the local 
politicization of humanitarian action, clarifies roles and 
responsibilities, and provides humanitarian leadership

The recent erosion and challenges to humanitarian action present 
difficult questions for all international actors. Relevant and practical 
answers need good understanding and analysis. A shopping list of 
constraints, blockages, and obstacles will generate a more 
confrontational style of engagement—forceful in seeking change in 
specific areas, but with little to offer in terms of solving intractable 
problems.

Earlier humanitarian failures, particularly the undermining of 
impartiality and neutrality, combined with an increasing 
complexity of international response modalities including early 
recovery, raises issues of how to uphold humanitarian principles in 
the context of wider UN coherence and “integration” agendas. 
There needs to be greater differentiation and qualification of 
humanitarian needs from the start of each new acute humanitarian 
emergency, which is distinct from other types of assistance and 
relates to a specific time period. Needs change, which means they 
have to be properly reassessed on a regular basis, including needs 
for both assistance and protection.

The current impasse in the Darfur region requires the international 
humanitarian community to look beyond a simple review of what 
more could be done—or what the missed opportunities for 
addressing these issues are. A more fundamental review of 
humanitarian challenges is urgently needed, one that takes account 
of the failures of the international community and its impaired 
capacity, as well as the localized and national impact and 
implications of a humanitarian operation of this scale and size. 
Such a review needs to be independent of the complex UN system 
in Sudan, and therefore should be commissioned by and report to 
the Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and 
Emergency Relief Coordinator.

The question of humanitarian diminishing returns is not just of 
academic interest—a decline in the effectiveness of humanitarian 
response is a portent of future humanitarian failures and possibly 
catastrophe. Combinations of political volatility, conflict, and 
extreme climate variability mean that entirely new loci of 
humanitarian need are likely to erupt among hitherto less affected 
groups—for example, the relatively food-secure pastoralists who in 
the context of insecurity and restricted mobility are completely  
ill-equipped to deal with drought and market failures. Yet their 
rural location is likely to make reaching them a challenge, so now is 
the time that the humanitarian country team, with support from 
UNAMID, should ensure preparedness plans are in place and better 
access is negotiated to both this group and those stranded and cut 

off by ongoing conflict. The linking of humanitarian preparedness 
plans for different groups will strengthen the principle of 
impartiality.

2. Focus on aims and principles of international action, not 
branding

The term IDP has become a label synonymous with humanitarian 
assistance, while the government of Sudan appears to link early 
recovery with their overall returns strategy. Stripping away the 
label of IDP is one strategy proposed by both the government and 
some international actors to redefine IDPs as the urban poor, with 
obvious implications for reducing humanitarian assistance. Behind 
the labels and brands, the aims and principles of international 
action become blurred and almost forgotten. There is an urgent 
need to review and revitalize the core principles underpinning all 
types of international action, thus helping to differentiate and 
qualify what the overall objectives of humanitarian action are, as 
compared to early recovery, for example. This could be part of the 
review in point one.

In promoting impartiality, engagement and dialogue with all 
groups comes first and a range of diverse needs should be addressed 
to ensure neutrality and independence. Issues of equity are 
fundamental to the Sphere Minimum Standards of Disaster 
Response and other rights-based approaches, yet in practice, 
humanitarian approaches risk exacerbating inequities if their 
assessments are not broader based across a wide cross-section of the 
crisis-affected population.

3. Working with local partners and local staff

The international community needs to have a more strategic 
approach to building local capacities, based on an analysis of the 
key competencies, structures, and procedures needed to be applied 
by local organizations engaged in humanitarian response. Based on 
this, strategies should be developed for working with and building 
capacity of local and national organizations in implementing 
principled humanitarian action. This strategy should also include 
promoting more inclusive ways of working within individual 
organizations (i.e., broadening their constituencies) and also 
promoting more inclusive civil society networks. This also relates to 
point two above about reviewing principles.

4. Clarification of humanitarian indicators and strengthening 
systems for collection and dissemination (including local 
actors—MoH, civil society, etc.)

Clear objectives, solid information, and sound analysis lie at the 
heart of successful interventions, and strengthening this aspect of 
humanitarian programming in Darfur is long overdue. The 
problems with the nutrition data illustrate wider problems of the 
potential for manipulation of data and also raise serious research 
questions on the interpretation and programmatic use of nutrition 
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Acronyms

AU	 African Union
AUHIP 	 African Union High Level Implementation Panel
AUPD	 African Union Panel for Darfur
CPA 	 Comprehensive Peace Agreement
CRS	 Catholic Relief Services
DCPSF	 Darfur Community Peace and Stability Fund
DJAM 	 Darfur Joint Assessment Mission
DPA	 Darfur Peace Agreement
DPKO	 Department of Peacekeeping Operations
DSRSG	 Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary-General
FAO	 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
GAM	 Prevalence of Global Acute Malnutrition
GoS	 Government of Sudan
HAC	 Humanitarian Aid Commission of Sudan 
HC	 Humanitarian Coordinator
IASC	 Inter Agency Standing Committee
ICC	 International Criminal Court
ICRC	 International Committee of the Red CRoss
IOM	 International Organization for Migration (United Nations)
JEM	 Justice and Equality Movement
JMST	 Joint Mediation Support Team
LJM	 Liberation and Justice Movement
MoH	 Ministry of Health
OCHA  	 Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs of the United Nations
SLA/M 	 Sudan Liberation Army/Movement
SLM/ AW 	 Sudan Liberation Army/Abdul Wahid Nour faction
SLM/ MM	 Sudan Liberation Army/Mini Minnawi Faction 
SRSG	 Special Representative of the Secretary-General
UNAMID	 African Union/United Nations Hybrid Operation in Darfur
UN HC	 United Nations Humanitarian Coordinator
UNMIS  	 United Nations Mission in the Sudan
UNRC/HC 	 UN Resident and Humanitarian Coordinator for the Sudan
UNRCO	 UN Resident Coordinators Office
USG-HA	 Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs
WFP	 World Food Programme of the United Nations


