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WNPOC White Nile Petroleum Operating Jiall Gan¥) Jall 48,4
Company
ONGC Oil and Natural Gas Corporation ekl Ll g Ladil) A sa
CPA Comprehensive Peace Agreement Jalil) 23l dalas)
GOSS Government of Sudan 1A guddl Aa K
GOS Government of southern Sudan O pmd) 5 A S
NPC National petroleum commission Jsill dyila ol 4yl
NUP Nationalist unionist party bl sy o all
PDP Popular defense party i) g laall Ca
PCP Popular congress party il jaisall s
RCC Revolutionary command council Sl Bl ulaa
SCP Sudan communist party sad) oo sl G 3all
AACC All Africa council of churches s 8Y) Gl ulaa
WCC World council of churches Sl allall uladl)
SSU Sudan socialist union sl S EY) Ay
SPL Sudan people’s liberation Army PRI RPN T A TSN 2N
TMC Transitional Military Council SEEY) 5 Saall (ulaall
NIF National Islamic front daida 6l AnadluY) agaall
ICF Islamic charter front oY) Bl dgaa
DUP Democratic unionist party b el galasy) Gl
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NCP National congress party b sl yaisall Cia
NDA National democratic Alliance hl el il ol alladl
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8. From Slaves to Oil
LAURA JAMES

Introduction

Sudan’s economy has been based, since early times, on natural resource
extraction for the benefit of the state. This has involved the exploitation,
first, of gold, then ivory and slaves, and, more recently, water — the latter
especially in irrigated agricultural projects. Finally, in recent years, oil
has become the most significant export. The history of resource extrac-
tion has built up a concentration of wealth and power in the northern
Nile states. And the production of oil since the late 1990s, while it has
transformed the economy, has reinforced existing patterns of wealth
distribution. Although agriculture is still the single most important
sector in the Sudanese economy, providing jobs for about two-thirds
of the working population, oil has now become the main driver of the
economy, sharply pushing up GDP growth since the opening of the first
export pipeline in 1999. This has had a knock-on effect on other sectors,
including manufacturing, construction and services.

This chapter outlines the history of resource extraction, culminating
in the development of the Sudanese oil industry over the past decade.
It surveys the main oil producing fields, the varied quality of the crude
oil produced, and the limitations of the country’s export and refinery
infrastructure. It explores how these affect political relations between
north and south, covering issues of corruption, transparency, conflict,
sanctions, new exploration and future prospects. It considers the relation
of the new oil economy to the old economy of agricultural production and
its implications for government spending in north and south Sudan.
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Oil has dramatically boosted government revenue in north and south,
but has also created new demands for spending and decentralization. As a
result, fiscal discipline has slipped in recent years, with both the national
and the southern governments struggling to balance their budgets. This
has had a negative impact on the banking sector and put pressure on the
exchange rate. It has also further boosted the large public debt, most of
which is in arrears.

The growth of the petroleum sector has had even more dramatic
consequences for patterns of trade and investment in Sudan, with oil
now accounting for around 95 per cent of export revenue, and import
spending rising to fund oil-related expansion and infrastructure. China
has emerged as the country’s principal trade partner. Flows of money
out of the country have increased, owing in part to repatriation of profits
by foreign firms, resulting in a widening of the current-account deficit -
financed largely by Asian investment in the oil sector. Sudan’s post-oil
economy is therefore increasingly dependent on international partners
—and vulnerable to a new set of domestic and international risks.

The Pre-oil Era

Like most African countries, Sudan depends on the exploitation of natural
resources for its economic growth, and the distribution of the benefits
from the extraction of those resources has been a key factor deter-
mining the country’s social and political structure. Over many centuries
before the European colonial era, a pattern was established whereby
the resources found to the south — gold and ivory and people — were
traded down the River Nile to the north. Slaves, generically known as
‘Nubians’, were raided from outlying regions and traded to Egypt by the
kingdoms established along the central Nile. In 1820, when the Egyptian
ruler Muhammad Ali invaded Sudan, exploitation of these resources
was one of his major aims. The slave trade peaked in the 1870s. Under
the Mahdiyya, civil disorder in northern Sudan led to a decline in the
trade. Under the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium it was banned, but the
early years of the Condominium saw a similar pattern of other resources
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being traded from south to north. At the same time there was a move
to exploit a wider range of natural resources in the north, through the
establishment of commercial agricultural projects, notably the irrigated
cotton-growing scheme in the Gezira.

This scheme, which was intended to be the foundation of Sudan’s new
economy, came to demonstrate the dangers of national dependence on a
single commodity. When it was formulated in the 1920s, with the inten-
tion of sourcing raw cotton to feed the textile industry in Lancashire,
in the United Kingdom, international prices were high. They collapsed
in the Great Depression. And the effect of the Gezira scheme was to
further distort the country’s economic structure. An awareness of its
huge importance for the national economy meant that available resources
came to be even more closely concentrated in northern areas. Moreover,
servicing the massive debt owed by Sudan to British bond-holders
financing the scheme put a huge burden on government finances which
was particularly acute whenever cotton prices (and therefore government
revenues from the scheme) fell; service payments accounted for as much
as one third of government revenue in the 1930s.

Beyond cotton, Sudan under the Condominium also saw the develop-
ment of a number of other cash crops, including gum arabic, sesame,
groundnuts and sugar. Attempts to systematize the trade in livestock
and livestock products ran up against infrastructural constraints, such
as inadequate veterinary services. However, agricultural diversification
was hindered not only by the fact that the international prices of most
commodities fluctuated wildly during the interwar period, but also by
British colonial policy. In order to protect government revenue from taxes
on imports of products such as coffee and tobacco, there was an explicit
drive to discourage the development of processing industries or even
the planting of a greater range of cash crops, especially in the south of
the country. As a result, Sudan’s dependence on cotton increased, with
the Gezira project joined by a similar irrigated scheme at Tokar and the
development of rain-fed cotton-growing in Nuba and Equatoria.

As the international cotton market boomed after the Second World
War, Sudan saw an acceleration of economic growth and developed even
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more cotton projects, such as the Zande scheme in the south. Many of
these were poorly planned, with little account taken of access to roads
and markets. Increased dependence on cotton led to massive fluctuations
in government revenue in line with international prices. This unpredict-
ability limited the authorities’ scope to make the most of the good years.
There was an intermittent risk of rising inflation. The uneven distri-
bution of agricultural projects across the country exacerbated existing
inequalities, as investment remained heavily focused in urban riverain
areas in the north of Sudan, while most of the South, and Darfur and
much of the East were relatively neglected. The few agricultural schemes
started in the south did not thrive. Investment faltered in the wake of
Sudanese independence in 1956 as insecurity increased in the run-up to
the long north-south civil war.

Throughout most of the twentieth century, Sudan’s economy remained
largely agricultural, with growth rates rising and falling depending on
harvests. The 1970s saw a plethora of irrigated and rain-fed mechanized
farming schemes, funded in part by Arab countries, in an attempt to make
the most of Sudan’s climatic conditions in order to turn it into the oft-pro-
claimed ‘breadbasket’ of Africa and the Middle East. The controversial
Jonglei Canal project in southern Sudan, which was intended to increase
the availability of water for agricultural projects in northern Sudan and
Egypt, was also revived. As food prices fell, however, most of these plans
failed, leaving Sudan with the legacy of a greatly increased public debt.

The government suffered a major debt crisis in 1977-78, and although it
was tided over by US financial assistance, the 1980s saw a fiscal squeeze,
with the privatization of nationalized corporations and significantly fewer
development projects. Instead, the north-south civil war saw a revival of
the old trade in people in the new guise of labour migration. Large-scale
displacement of southerners provided a pool of cheap, indentured labour
for the north’s expanding irrigated and rain-fed mechanized projects. By
that time, however, a new economic model was on the horizon. Interna-
tional companies exploring for oil in the south began to discover several
likely prospects, raising the likelihood that Sudan would soon have a
much more valuable natural resource to exploit.



FROM SLAVES TO OIL 135

The Advent of Oil

The commercial exploitation of Sudan’s oil resources since the 1990s
has effected a transformation of the economy. At the same time it has
reinforced, rather than undermined, existing geographic patterns of wealth
distribution. Oil has become the country’s dominant export commodity,
and international interest in the sector has led to a sharp rise in foreign
investment flows, with some spillover into the non-hydrocarbons
economy, including some infrastructural development. Government
revenue has surged, allowing a strong rise in public spending.

The general outline of these changes is clear, but the detail of the
numbers is liable to be disputed. Reliable information on the Sudanese
economy is difficult to obtain. Although both the central Bank and the
IMF provide figures, they are sometimes of questionable quality. The
international data relies on information collected on behalf of the state;
this may be influenced by political considerations, or simply be unreli-
able. Economic activity in much of the south of the country, and in
northern regions that are difficult to access, such as Darfur, is largely
excluded.

Despite this proviso, the available information gives a broad idea of the
country’s current economic structure. Sudan’s gross domestic product
(GDP) at current prices appears to be fairly evenly divided between
agriculture, services and industry. In real terms, oil still accounted for
only around 17 per cent of the real economy in 2009, with even official
data suggesting that services and agriculture, at around 35 per cent
each, remained much more important. Meanwhile, industrial activity
beyond the oil sector was still relatively minor, at just over 10 per cent
of the total.

In employment terms, agriculture is still by far the single most
important sector, providing work for at least two-thirds of the working
population. In addition, it remains the foundation of the rural economy
across vast expanses of the country, rendering a large number of people
vulnerable to risks of disruption from climate and conflict. But agricul-
tural products are no longer the most important source of export
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earnings, with their contribution dropping from 100 per cent to around
six per cent in the 15 years to 2009. Even before that, cotton, traditionally
the bedrock of the export trade, had declined in importance, displaced
by livestock and sesame. Other significant commercial exports are gum
arabic and sugar.

Subsistence agriculture, including production of sorghum and other
staples, remains the norm in many parts of the country. The South and
the northern peripheries continue to be dependent on nomadic pasto-
ralism and small-scale, rain-fed farming. These have only been partially
displaced in some central and northern areas (especially Blue Nile state)
by mechanized projects and huge irrigation schemes. Just as they were
throughout much of the last century, these projects are deeply controver-
sial. Many criticize the implications for workers’ rights and smallholder
land tenure. However, with the government seeking to diversify the
economy away from oil through its ‘Green Revolution’ strategy, and Gulf
Arab countries once again showing an interest in investing in schemes to
secure their own food security, more mechanized projects are likely.

Despite the ongoing importance of agriculture, oil has become the
main driver of the Sudanese economy. A series of recent discoveries
has led to a significant increase in known reserves, which stood at an
estimated 6.6 billion barrels in 2009 (although, for comparison, this was
still only around one-fifth of reserves in Nigeria). As a result, output
rose rapidly from a start-up level of 130,000 barrels per day following the
opening, in August 1999, of the first oil export pipeline from the Unity
and Heglig oilfields (in Concession blocks 1, 2, and 4, on the north-south
border), to Port Sudan on the Red Sea coast. Oil production peaked at
an average of almost 500,000 barrels per day in 2007, before falling back
somewhat in 2008-09.

This steady increase resulted in economic growth averaging seven
per cent a year in the decade to 2008, compared with an average of
four per cent in the previous ten years. Moreover, growth was relatively
stable and predictable, contrasting with the strong positive and negative
swings associated with the former agricultural economy. It was boosted
further in 2005-08 by the additional benefits of the peace agreement
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FIG 8.1 Sudan’s GDP growth rates 1980—2009 (per cent GDP)
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and the global oil price boom. Nevertheless, this improved growth has
been from a very low base, and its geographical distribution has been
extremely uneven, leading to a further concentration of wealth around a
small urban elite. The precipitous drop in oil prices in late 2008 and early
2009 also demonstrated Sudan’s vulnerability to the global economic
downturn, reducing economic growth sharply.

The knock-on of oil-driven growth on other economic sectors has been
limited. Manufacturing, which long struggled owing to state domination
and a lack of investment, has benefited in recent years from economic
reforms, with the increased success of some food processing industries,
notably sugar refining. Khartoum has seen a localized real-estate boom
since 2005, driven in part by Arab investment. So also, to a lesser extent,
has Juba, the southern capital. But there has been little expansion in
construction elsewhere in Sudan.

Interest from the Gulf has also been behind some expansion in the
services sector, especially in telecommunications and financial services.
In the north of the country an Islamic financial system, which forbids
the charging of interest, operates about 30 commercial banks. Most of
these have prospered in recent years, despite some serious liquidity
problems in 2006-07, in addition to their difficulties in accessing dollars
as a result of US sanctions. In the south, by contrast, Islamic banks are
not permitted, leaving the area with too few banks, as those from neigh-
bouring African countries are not yet operating on a large scale.

Further Effects of the Oil Industry

The sudden rise in the importance of oil to the Sudanese economy makes
it worth looking at the development and prospects of that industry in
more detail. The original concession blocks (1, 2 and 4) in the Heglig
Basin, are operated by the Greater Nile Petroleum Operating Company
(GNPOC). GNPOC is a consortium between the China National Petro-
leum Corporation (CNPC), which holds 40 per cent of the company;
the Malaysian state oil company, Petronas, with 30 per cent; ONGC, a
state-owned Indian company, with 25 per cent; and the Sudanese state-
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owned firm, Sudapet, with five per cent. The crude oil from these fields,
marketed as ‘Nile Blend’, has a low sulphur content, and fetches a good
price on international markets. However, output has been in decline
since 2005, as a number of the older oilfields mature, dropping from
a peak of 265,000 barrels per day in the third quarter of 2006 to just
180,000 in the first half of 2009.

In April 2006, oil production began rather belatedly in blocks 3 and 7
in the Melut Basin, located deeper in Southern Sudan. This concession
is operated by Petrodar, another consortium led by CNPC (41 per cent)
and Petronas (40 per cent). Its first shipment, carried through a new
pipeline to the export terminal at Port Sudan, was exported in September
2006. However, there were problems with the quality of the oil. One load
was sold off for just US$2 a barrel, at a time when international prices
were closer to US$60 a barrel. Although these difficulties were largely
resolved in 2007, with output above 200,000 barrels per day in 2008-09,
the ‘Dar Blend’ found in this area remains viscous and acidic, trading at
a substantial discount to Nile Blend, especially when global demand is
contracting, as in late 2008.

2006 was a significant year for Sudanese oil production, also marking
the beginning of output from two other, less significant, concession blocks.
Block 6, located in the north of the country, which is majority-owned
and operated by CNPC, saw production rise, by 2008, to an estimated
40,000 barrels per day of ‘Fula Blend’. This oil is very poor quality and is
principally for domestic use, supplying the Al Jeili refinery in Khartoum.
In addition, the Thar Jath oilfield in Block 5A, managed by the White
Nile Petroleum Operating Company (WNPOC) - a consortium led by
Petronas, with Lundin of Sweden, ONGC and Sudapet — began exporting
just over 20,000 barrels per day of oil through the GNPOC pipeline.

There is further oil exploration continuing in various concession
blocks across the country, and optimism has been voiced, at various
times, about the prospects in Petronas’ Block 8; the natural gas poten-
tial of offshore blocks 13 and 15, explored by CNPC; and the massive
Block B, in southern Sudan, managed by Total. However, many of the
other concessions have been taken up by relatively small firms, reflecting
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perceptions of a lower likelihood of discoveries. It is risky to look to the
new blocks to reverse Sudan’s existing oil production trend — which is
downward. The ongoing fall in output from the Heglig Basin has not
been offset by the hoped-for new output from other fields, owing in part
to technical problems. As a result, the government’s former forecast
that Sudan would be producing a million barrels a day by 2009 has been
revealed as no more than a pipe-dream - it would be lucky to rise back
substantially above half a million.

The prospects for Sudan’s future oil production, and thus for its
future economic health, are also complicated by politics: in particular,
by north-south relations. The 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement
(CPA) stipulated that, at least until the 2011 referendum, so per cent of
net government revenue from oil produced in the south should go to the
semi-autonomous Government of Southern Sudan (GoSS), after two per
cent has been allocated to the oil-producing states. However, this still
leaves plenty of room for disagreement, not only because the delineation
of the north-south border has not yet been agreed — with oil revenues
from disputed areas such as Abyei up for debate — but also because of
a general lack of transparency in the sector. The CPA therefore also
provided that outstanding issues should be resolved by a new National
Petroleum Commission (NPC), jointly chaired by the national and GoSS
presidents, with an equal number of permanent members from north and
south, and temporary members drawn from the relevant states.

There were substantial delays setting up the NPC, causing two years
of paralysis in north-south oil sector quarrels. Although the Commission
is now operational, there is ongoing potential for disagreements over a
number of contentious issues. Certain concession blocks in the south have
been disputed, with both the national government and southern militias
awarding competing licences during the years of civil war. Although in
theory these were resolved by the NPC, in practice there were ongoing
competing claims — for example, in Block 5B, where Ascom of Moldova
has been exploring under a GoSS licence, and in parts of Total’s Block B.

A lack of transparency in the sector has been the subject of much criti-
cism by politicians from the south. As well as disputing the allocations
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of oil reserves near the border, they have questioned the low prices
received for some shipments of oil (especially Dar Blend). There have
been claims that the full details of oil marketing contracts may not have
been disclosed, and that the government is selling crude oil to traders at
below market prices. These remain unproven. Accusations of corruption
are extremely difficult to assess, given the variety of oil exploration and
production-sharing agreements, the diversity of oil grades and prices,
the problem of determining the proper shares of the federal, southern
and state governments, the fact that some oil is exported while some is
refined domestically, and the lack of clarity over ownership of the border
reservoirs. Finally, the economic prospects of Sudan’s oil sector have
been clouded by national and international political risk. US sanctions
and a US-led divestment campaign against Sudan, motivated largely by
the ongoing crisis in Darfur, have had some effect. They have kept many
of the big Western firms out of the country — Marathon of the United
States, for example, was forced to sell its stake in Block B. Some services
and engineering companies have also withdrawn, such as Britain’s Weir
Group and Rolls Royce. Other firms have sought to remain in the country
and deal with the divestment campaign by improving their record on
corporate social responsibility. Nonetheless, the net effect has been less
competition within the sector for contracts and concessions, which is
likely to have reduced efficiency and cut into government profits.

On alocal level, political instability also has the potential to disrupt oil
production. Blocks 1, 2 and 4 include volatile north-south border areas,
such as Abyeli, the scene of serious fighting in mid-2008. Similarly, Block
6 has seen rebel attacks across the border from Darfur. Moreover, across
the country, there is evidence that some local communities, resentful of
the lack of benefits they receive from oil production, have begun to take
action against the operators. In late 2008, for instance, nine Chinese oil
workers were kidnapped in South Kordofan, and some were killed.

Although the oil companies operating in Sudan are unlikely to abandon
their existing investments, security concerns could deter new investment
and upgrading of existing oil infrastructure, especially in an environment
of falling international oil prices. Uncertainty over the future of southern
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Sudan following the Referendum raises the possibility that renewed civil
war could disrupt operations, that existing concessions might be called
into question, and that — without access to the pipeline through the north
to Port Sudan - the south might be unable to export its oil.

Balancing the Books

The government in Khartoum is officially committed to fiscal reform, and
has implemented a series of IMF programmes since 1997 that helped to
bring down triple-digit inflation. It has made efforts to improve revenue
collection through a series of tax reforms. The finance ministry has also
sought to impose improved discipline on line ministries, and to intro-
duce a Treasury Single Account. In addition, there has been an ongoing
attempt to reduce the size of the state, with a series of privatizations
of state-owned firms. Nevertheless, the government is increasingly
dependent on volatile oil earnings, which made up over 65 per cent of
total revenue in 2008. Despite the fact that oil has dramatically boosted
government revenue in recent years, rising demand for spending — driven
in particular by the search for a ‘peace dividend’ and commitments to
decentralization following the CPA in 2005 — has resulted in an ongoing
struggle to balance the budget. This became very clear in 2009, when oil
prices fell sharply.

The problems affecting the national government are even more marked
in the case of the government of Southern Sudan, which, given the lack of
a tax base and collection capacity, has almost no revenue apart from the
oil transfers from the north. This is supplemented by international aid,
but this failed to come through as quickly as expected following the CPA,
as the multi-donor trust fund set up under the World Bank was slow to
begin operations. At the same time, spending has surged ahead, as the
newly formed GoSS seeks to establish its control. Over half of spending
goes on the public-sector wage bill, with much of that allocated to salaries
for the Sudan People’s Liberation Army. By contrast, infrastructure devel-
opment has been disappointing, owing both to a lack of implementation
capacity and to some well-publicized corruption scandals.
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2006

FIG 8.2 Sudan’s fiscal deficits 1999—2009

Half of the net revenue from oil produced in the south is supposed to
be transferred to the GoSS. The central government also made specific
undertakings to transfer funds to Darfur and to the east of the country
as a result of separate peace agreements signed in 2006. Northern state
governments have been receiving significant transfers through a decen-
tralization process overseen by the Fiscal and Financial Allocation and
Monitoring Commission. Even though not all of the promised trans-
fers have been made, and the process itself has been deeply flawed and
politicized, the increased earmarking has compromised efforts to control
spending. Consequently, after showing small surpluses in 2003-04, the
budget moved back into deficit from 2005, and domestic arrears began
to increase.

As ministries were unable to pay their contractors, there was a knock-on
impact on the banking sector, with a sharp rise in non-performing loans
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to well over 20 per cent in late 2006. These were concentrated in three
large banks, particularly Omdurman National Bank, forcing the central
bank to support the system by providing liquidity over some months.
The result was to put pressure on the Sudanese currency, which had
previously been appreciating against the US dollar, and the authorities’
efforts to support it brought foreign-exchange reserves down to danger-
ously low levels in 2007. This pattern was also repeated in late 2008 and
early 2009.

The increase in domestic public debt came in the context of a massive,
mostly unserviced external public debt burden, much of which was origi-
nally built up, as outlined above, in failed 1970s development programmes.
These arrears have cut off Sudan’s access to mainstream concessional
lending, although the government has still been able to arrange some
loans from investing countries such as China, India and some Gulf states.
This does nothing, however, to address the long-term problem of a public
debt burden that was estimated at 70 per cent of GDP in 2009. In fact,
the taking on of new commercial loans is yet another factor — together
with rising oil revenue and, crucially, the government’s management of
the crisis in Darfur - that is making multilateral debt forgiveness under
the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative extremely difficult to
obtain.

The growth of the petroleum sector has had even more marked conse-
quences for patterns of trade and investment. Oil in 2008 accounted for
around 96 per cent of Sudan’s total export revenue — sharply up from
20 per cent ten years previously. The next biggest single export-earner,
sesame, by contrast, provided less than one per cent of total export
revenue. The shift to oil has also affected Sudan’s trading partners: 60
per cent of exports by value now go to China, according to IMF figures,
while 30 per cent go to Japan.

However, import spending has more than kept pace with the sharp
rise in export earnings. Sudan has been forced to buy many more capital
goods for oil-related expansion and infrastructure. Government spending
on imports has also risen, as the authorities have sought to fund both a
series of conflicts and subsequent peace dividends. But an increasingly
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% GDP

FIG 8.3 Sudan’s current account deficit 1998—2008

prosperous capital has boosted demand for consumer products as well.
Around 38 per cent of import spending was on machinery in 2008,
compared with 23 per cent on manufactured goods and 16 per cent on
transport equipment. A high proportion of these imports are from China
— about 25 per cent in 2008, up from just three per cent fifteen years
before. Saudi Arabia, India, Egypt and the United Arab Emirates are also
important sources.

Oil development has therefore dramatically changed Sudan’s current-
account structure. Flows of money out of the country have increased,
not only as a result of import spending, but also owing to rising repatria-
tion of profits by foreign firms and increased spending on trade-related
services. Until recently, these flows were only partly offset by oil export
earnings and increased transfers home from the large Sudanese diaspora.
As aresult, the current-account deficit widened sharply, peaking at over
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14 per cent of GDP in 2006. Although rising oil production and inter-
national prices finally began to contain the growth in Sudan’s deficit
growth in 2007-08, it is likely to have widened again in 2009 as a result
of reduced inflows associated with the global economic downturn.

In order to finance this current-account deficit, Sudan has been forced
to seek increased capital inflows, which have mostly come in the form
of foreign direct investment. Although no detailed breakdown of this
foreign investment is available, it is likely to have remained largely
focused on the oil sector, although infrastructure, finance, transport,
telecommunications and power have also attracted some interest. As a
result, China will have remained the most important investor in Sudan,
together with other Asian countries such as Malaysia and India, despite
a sharp increase in interest from the Gulf Arab states.

Foreign direct investment in Sudan rose steadily until 2004, in line with
oil-sector growth. There was a sharper increase in 2005-06, reflecting
investment in a number of new oil projects, as well as infrastructure-
building associated with the CPA and increased foreign interest in other
sectors of Sudan’s economy on the back of an oil price boom. Foreign
direct investment dipped in 2007, however, sounding a warning signal,
and it remained at a similar level in 2008, with a further decline likely as
a result of the global financial crisis in 2009.

Conclusion

The increased dependence of Sudan’s post-oil economy on the country’s
international partners renders it vulnerable to a new set of domestic and
international risks. The most pressing of these risks is uncertainty over
future international oil prices. Oil prices are inherently volatile and — as
Sudan discovered in its time as a cotton producer — dependence upon
a single commodity always constitutes a major vulnerability. This is
worsened by the fact that many of Sudan’s major investors, notably the
Gulf Arab states, also have oil-dependent economies.

Beyond the danger of a repeat of the oil price slump driven by the
global economic downturn in 2009-10, there are specific factors that
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could bring oil revenues down for Sudan. Much of the oil, as we have
seen, is relatively poor in quality, meaning that demand can suffer dispro-
portionately if spare capacity in the market increases. In addition, there is
adanger that rising production costs (driven up, for example, by the need
for more security in the oil fields or expensive ‘enhanced oil recovery’
techniques) could cut into profits. Finally, there are even more serious
risks of a hiatus in oil production as a result of conflict or, ultimately,
lack of new discoveries.

When the oil runs out, Sudan will have to go through yet another
uncomfortable economic transition. The focus of its natural resource
exploitation moved in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
from gold and slaves to agricultural projects. In the twenty-first century,
a replacement will need to be found to replace oil and the solution is
likely to be more agricultural projects. This would once again render
Sudan vulnerable to risks from poor harvests, drought and falling
international commodity prices. New large-scale agricultural projects,
funded with capital from the Gulf, bring memories of the disasters of
the 1970s. Critical voices in Sudan have portrayed them as a new form
of colonialism. Distributional and human rights concerns are likely to
re-emerge. There is a danger, in short, that the wheel could turn full
circle, with indentured workers filling the roles played by slaves in the
pre-modern era.
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9. Sudan’s Fragile State, 1956-1989

PETER WOODWARD

Sudan’s independence on 1 January 1956 was the outcome of a complex
struggle with not one but two imperial powers, Britain and Egypt. Whereas
most states in Africa attained independence through political negotia-
tion with a single colonial master, and did so on terms that involved a
degree of constitutional consideration and eventual agreement between
them, Sudan had to free itself from two countries that, in theory, ruled it
jointly as a condominium, but were in reality at odds with each other on
key issues, including, notably, the fate of Sudan itself. Egypt felt it had a
right of conquest which derived from the period between 1821 and 1885
when it had ruled most of Sudan: in the Egyptian view Britain’s involve-
ment in the campaign of 1898, while it made possible the defeat of the
Mabhdist forces, had allowed Britain to assert an unwelcome dominance
over Sudanese affairs. The British view was that it would be contrary to
Britain’s interests to see Sudan united with Egypt, which was a prospect
that remained a possibility right up to the eve of independence in 1955.

In consequence, Sudan’s nationalists found that their attention in
the 1940s and 1950s was focused on the manoeuvrings of the co-domini,
Britain and Egypt, rather than on issues of a suitable constitution and
other matters of governance. The system of self-government put in place
in 1953 was referred to as an interim constitution: it was assumed that a
permanent one would come later, when the question of the relationship
with Egypt was settled. But after the decision to declare independence,
Sudan’s successive elected civilian governments were unable to agree
on a new constitution. Instead they followed, in broad terms, that of
1953. It took later, military regimes to bring attempts at permanent
constitutions.

149
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Multi-party Democracy, 1953-1958

The shortcomings of the system were apparent even before indepen-
dence. They intensified thereafter. From a constitutional perspective
the interim arrangements were for a unitary state under a government
chosen overwhelmingly on a constituency basis by first-past-the-post
elections. Such a system was simple to understand and to operate, and
reflected the style of one of the co-domini, Britain (the system being
often referred to as a “Westminster’ constitution after the location of
Britain’s houses of parliament). Under its autocratic imperial rulers
Sudan had always been formally a unitary state, though its administra-
tion had had a significant level of deconcentration, with the governors
of provinces having a considerable degree of autonomy in day-to-day
matters. With the coming of self-government and then independence
the newly elected Sudanese government, presiding over a governmental
machinery which had expanded rapidly since the early 1940s, sought to
increase this central control.

British governors in the three southern provinces had predicted this
turn of events in the lead up to self-government and had called for
some form of special constitutional status for the region. Their calls
had fallen on deaf ears. Even before independence there were growing
signs of regional discontent which culminated in a mutiny of southern
units of Sudan Defence Force in Torit in August 1955. The government
indicated that if the southern MPs supported independence under the
unitary constitution, a federal constitution would be considered down
the line - but successive multi-party governments failed to deliver on
this undertaking.

A Constitution is only one aspect of a political system. Party structures
and political leadership are other significant aspects. Sudan has some
relatively long-established political parties. The longest-established of
these, one of the two parties which have dominated the politics of the
multi-party periods, is the Umma Party, which was formed in 1945. The
organization of the Umma Party has focused on the Mahdi family, the
descendants of the nineteenth-century leader of Islamic revivalism,
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Muhammad Ahmad al-Mahdi. In the twentieth century his posthumous
son Abd al-Rahman al-Mahdi set about transforming the followers of
Mahdism, known collectively as the Ansar, into a proto-nationalist
party. From the beginning the Umma party had a strongly anti-Egyptian
character (the latter was to be expected since it was Abd al-Rahman’s
father who had overthrown Egyptian rule in 1885) and until 1953 it
collaborated with Britain in its efforts to prevent union between Sudan
and Egypt. The Umma party’s wealth came largely from the family’s
estates where many Ansar worked for very little material reward, in
the knowledge that they were serving the movement. Many came from
the western and central areas of Sudan, where historical support for
Mahdism translated into electoral support for the Umma Party.

The Umma Party’s first rival, in the 1940s, was the Ashiqqa or Blood-
Brothers. The Ashiqqa was initially a small group of intellectuals who
took a pro-Egyptian position to win support in their struggle with the
British. They soon linked themselves with one of Sudan’s major Sufi
orders, the Khatmiyya, led by Ali al-Mirghani, a longstanding rival of the
Mahdist movement. From this alliance emerged the National Unionist
Party (later Democratic Unionist Party) generally referred to simply as
the Unionists. The Unionists were associated particularly with Sudan’s
merchant community, many of whom came from the northern and
eastern regions of the country, and who formed prominent groups in
many other urban centres throughout the country.

In northern Sudan at independence there were also smaller but
disproportionately influential ideologically-based parties. The Sudan
Communist Party relied on urban workers, especially in the railway
centre of Atbara; while an offshoot of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood
also took root in Sudan from the late 1940s, especially amongst students
in schools and in the University of Khartoum.

The outlying regions of Sudan were less well represented in national
politics. The Umma and the Unionists were able to dominate the vote
of northern rural areas, but they showed comparatively little interest
in regional development, while simultaneously stifling efforts to form
regional parties. In southern Sudan there were no social equivalents
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of the Islamic networks in the north to support the emergence of party
leaders of note. The very limited educational system of Condominium
rule had produced only a tiny intelligentsia in the south, and few south-
erners made it to the country’s only university in Khartoum. The result
was a lack of representation in Sudan’s centralized national politics,
and a growing alienation from it; while politics within southern Sudan
remained fragmented, with tiny political parties run by a very small
cohort of men educated to secondary-school level. Sudan suffered from
weaknesses in leadership of political parties, as well as weaknesses in
the formation of the parties themselves. The heads of the Ansar and
the Khatmiyya were spiritual leaders and placed themselves above the
hurly-burly of parliamentary politics; they did not stand for election. Yet
they were the major influences in the two largest parties, especially at
election times when it was the spiritual movements that delivered the
vote. Successive prime ministers were thus overshadowed by the patrons
of the parties they represented. Such were the ingredients of what soon
became a very centralized system in a huge and diverse country, one that
suffered poor communications and great regional disparities in economic
development.

The elections of late 1953 brought what is still the only outright victory
by a political party in a properly contested multi-party election in Sudan.
The NUP won a clear victory, and its leader Ismail al-Azhari became
prime minister. But even before independence he suffered a defeat in
parliament, reflecting the instability within his own party. Shortly after
independence al-Azhari broadened his government to form a coalition
with the Umma, with more southern participation. But that did not
help him survive the machinations of factional politics and by July 1956,
his own party had split. A rival group created the Popular Democratic
Party (PDP), which went into coalition with the Umma Party under an
Umma prime minister, Abdullah Khalil. That new government won the
1958 elections on a coalition ticket, but was subsequently embroiled in
arguments over whether or not Sudan should accept a US aid package. A
growing federalist movement in Parliament was also beginning to pose
a threat to the dominance of the two main parties.
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With the situation still unresolved and national politics in disarray
Sudan suffered its first military takeover. In late 1958, the army — under
the leadership of General Abboud - stepped in, apparently with the
agreement of Prime Minister Khalil who felt that the political scene was
descending towards chaos. The American aid package was accepted; and
there was an initial sense of relief that a more decisive style of govern-
ment would now be established.

The First Military Regime, 1958-1964

Abboud’s regime was a classic military ‘caretaker’ regime. It was led by
the country’s most senior military figure and saw its task as a conser-
vative restoration of order. Abboud’s government achieved a level of
acceptability on those grounds. It eventually included both Mahdist and
Khatmiyya leaders. It also made efforts to restructure local and regional
government as part of a new non-party system. There was a fresh impetus
to economic development, including an agreement on the Nile waters
with Egypt; extensions of the national railway network to the west and
south; and expansion of the cotton growing Gezira scheme. In the early
1960s, however, the government began to run out of ideas, and from
1963 southern Sudan, no better represented under the military than it
had been under the previous elected governments, saw the beginnings
of civil war. The response of the military regime was violent repression,
together with measures to encourage Islam in the region and restrict
Christianity. Predictably these moves encountered further resistance and
a cycle of rising violence ensued.

In 1964 a growing awareness in the north of what was happening in the
south triggered a series of demonstrations in Khartoum and its environs
that led to an uprising which became known as the ‘October Revolution’.
Tired and dispirited, with civil war growing in the south and doubts
about the willingness of the forces to suppress the uprising, Abboud and
his colleagues caved in with scarcely a shot being fired and a new transi-
tional government was appointed. Briefly it appeared that there might
be a new constitution, and a more radical approach to Sudan’s endemic



154 THE SUDAN HANDBOOK

problems of political representation and disparity in economic develop-
ment. There was also an attempt to end the civil war in the south with
the calling of a Round-Table Conference, but this served only to deepen
divisions, and conflict intensified. There were also new dissident voices
from other geographically outlying areas, including the Beja Congress in
the east and the Nuba Mountains Federation of the south-west. Hopes of
radical change were finally dashed when the elections were held in 1965
on almost the same basis as the two previous ones — they were boycotted
by the Southern Front, the largest southern party at the time - and
the old parties with their old-established, predominantly rural support,
regained their domination of the political scene.

Liberal Democracy Again, 1965-1969

If anything, parliamentary politics second time round was even more
unstable than it had been in the first period. The elections of 1965, like
those of 1958, delivered no clear majority. Abd al-Rahman al-Mahdi and
his son, Siddiq, had both died and the Umma Party was led, as it has
been until the present day, by the young Sadiq al-Mahdi, who was briefly
prime minister but lacked the experience to steer the party or the govern-
ment through the shoals of Sudanese political life. Meanwhile amongst
the Unionists there was indiscipline and a continuation of the factional
rivalry that has come to characterize the party. It was stirred especially by
the former prime minister, al-Azhari, who had now managed to become
president and used his position to influence developments within the
parliament. With politics rapidly descending into farce, fresh elections
were held in 1968. There was a stronger Southern presence in parliament,
but the outcome was as indecisive as the two previous ones had been.
Political life showed scarcely any improvement either and unstable and
ineffective coalition government was renewed.

Unstable government might not have mattered so much if there had
been improvement in the economy, but here too there was failure. The
instability of the political elite was in part due to rivalry over access
to economic opportunities that were controlled by government. These
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included new opportunities in mechanized agriculture in the rain-watered
areas of the east and west of the country: ‘suitcase’ farming by neglectful
absentee owners from the centre became a favourite new activity of the
commercial sector, to the long term detriment of both the land and local
communities.

At the same time, the state itself was expanding in size and decreasing
in efficiency. Pressure for expansion was coming from the increasing
numbers of school and college graduates who saw it as the major source
of salaried employment. Sudan was becoming a classic parasitic or ‘soft’
state, absorbing resources while producing little if anything in the way
of development. By the 1970s Sudan employed 120,000 in central govern-
ment, provincial and local government had 130,000, over 50,000 were
in the armed forces, with another 100,000 working in parastatals: in all
approximately 400,000 in a population of less than 15 million. It was also
losing control of more of the outlying areas of the country, especially the
south. Following the Six-day War in 1967, Israel began supporting the
rebels in the south, supplying them with weapons from 1969. Within
months of the 1968 elections speculation grew about the possibility of
another coup, and it was no great surprise when this came in May of the
following year.

The Second Military Regime, 1969-1985

Military coups come in a variety of flavours, conservative, radical and
simply predatory. The coup of 1969 in Sudan was significantly different
to that of 1958. The 1958 coup, led by senior officers, had installed a
conservative ‘caretaker’ regime. That of 1969 was an attempt to create a
‘breakthrough’ regime that would change the political organization of the
country. It was carried out by middle-ranking officers inspired by Gamal
Abdel Nasser and the Free Officers in Egypt in 1952; symptomatically,
Sudan’s new rulers dubbed themselves the Revolutionary Command
Council (RCQC).

But while some of the officers were Nasserists, others were more
sympathetic to Sudan’s Communist Party (SCP). The SCP was centred
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on the railway trade union, with its headquarters in Atbara north of
Khartoum, and was considered one of the strongest communist parties
in Africa and the Middle East. It offered, if not mass support for the
new regime, at least a significant organizational base, especially in the
urban centres of northern Sudan. The new regime embarked on radical
policies, especially with regard to the economy where a programme of
nationalization of banks and major businesses, especially foreign-owned
businesses, was soon under way. However differences soon developed in
the RCC between its SCP supporters and those closer to Nimeiri, who
were depicted as pan-Arabists. One of the areas of disagreement was over
Nimeiri’s initial wish to take Sudan into a union with Egypt, as well as
with Libya (where another young radical officer, Muamar Gaddafi, had
seized power in 1969); Nasser was anathema to the SCP who recalled
his repression of Egypt’s communists. Nimeiri’s aspirations for political
reform were linked to an even more serious issue; he wished to create a
mass single party movement of his own. That meant banning all Sudan’s
existing parties including the SCP, whose leader, Abd al-Khaliq Mahgoub,
went underground.

In July 1971 pro-communist figures in the RCC staged their own coup.
They were briefly successful, but Nimeiri escaped from detention and
rallied sections of the army loyal to him and after bloody clashes in
Khartoum managed to regain control. It was the first time since indepen-
dence that the involvement of the military had brought violence on that
scale to the capital itself. Nimeiri had survived and turned his wrath on
the SCP. This was never to fully recover its position. But without the
support of the SCP Nimeiri would need to look again at building some
kind of organizational base of his own; particularly since it was apparent
that the army itself could not be regarded as wholly reliable, and that
further coup attempts were a real possibility. At the same time, the death
of Nasser in 1970 had scuppered the support Nimeiri might have got
from Egypt and ended any prospect of the planned three-way union. It
was time to think again.

In the 1970s, bereft of the SCP, Nimeiri turned to a group of non-party
figures who became known as ‘technocrats’. They were central to a
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number of reforms intended to make a break with the country’s experi-
ences since independence. One of the first was peacemaking with the
south. There had been hopes of that when Nimeiri first came to power,
but the southern SCP leader, Joseph Garang, had linked the pursuit of
peace to socialism, which alienated his fellow southerners, rather than
providing a basis for reconciliation. After the attempted SCP coup of
1971 Garang was executed and Nimeiri turned to less overtly ideological
southerners, most notably the respected lawyer Abel Alier. The southern
Anyanya rebels had achieved sufficient unity for negotiation. Sudan’s
African neighbours, especially Uganda and Ethiopia, were supportive
and the latter hosted the peace talks. With the defeat of the SCP there
was also encouragement from Western countries with suggestions of
potential aid projects. There were acceptable mediators in the form of the
All Africa Council of Churches (AACC) supported by the World Council
of Churches (WCC). The successful outcome was known as the Addis
Ababa Agreement of 1972. It brought the establishment of a new regional
government in the south. However early optimism encountered growing
problems in the 1970s with growing ethnic tensions including complaints
of ‘Dinka domination’ in the new government.

Another major reform was in the field of local government. Despite a
series of experiments with local government since the 1940s, tribal leaders
had maintained their role as the bottom tier of the state. Reformists had
opposed this for some while, and following the October Revolution of
1964 the system came under sustained attack. ‘Native Administration’
had survived then, but in the early 1970s was to be swept away and
replaced by a system of elected local councils. It seemed a progressive
step, but with time questions were to be asked about the ability of the
state to provide the human and financial resources to make a reality of
the new system, while in rural areas in particular the informal influ-
ence of the tribal leaders was still felt and in time they were to make
something of a comeback.

Both the regional settlement in the south and the new local government
system were incorporated in a new Permanent Constitution proclaimed
in 1973. At the centre of the new constitution was the creation of an
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executive presidency. Presented as a necessary reform to bring decisive-
ness to government, this was to provide Nimeiri with the means to
establish what by the end of the decade was a classic example of increas-
ingly despotic personal rule.

At the same time the populace were supposed to be empowered by
the replacement of multi-party politics with a single party system, the
Sudan Socialist Union (SSU). This was conceived as a pyramidal system
with power flowing up from below, but it soon became clear that the SSU
was a control mechanism in which Nimeiri loyalists and cheer-leaders
predominated handing out presidential patronage, as in so many other
single party systems.

The hopes of building stability through patronage were linked to what
appeared to be new economic possibilities. One of these was in the area
of agriculture, especially as the Gulf states, newly enriched by dramatic
increases in oil revenues, provided loans for new investments in food
production, amid talk of Sudan becoming the ‘breadbasket’ of the Arab
world. Agricultural production did expand, but not as much as antici-
pated, while Sudan became heavily indebted in the process. The discovery
of significant reserves of oil led to new hope that this debt could be
managed. An American company, Chevron, began investing and seemed
close to production. However the oil reserves were predominantly in the
south, and Nimeiri began to interfere in the region’s politics to try and
ensure that his government would be the major beneficiary.

As Nimeiri attempted to break the mould of Sudanese politics, those
he had ousted in turn sought his overthrow. The old parties and the new
ideological movements tried repeatedly to bring him down, especially
the Umma Party and the increasingly influential Muslim Brothers. In
1976 Umma supporters who had received arms and training from Libya
infiltrated the capital, aiming to capture Nimeiri at the airport on his
return from abroad. Nimeiri had another narrow escape as another
battle raged for the capture of the capital. But unlike his 1971 escape, he
decided this time that his opponents in northern Sudan could not be so
easily repressed, and in the following year he announced a programme
of National Reconciliation, and made peace with both Sadiq al-Mahdi,
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leader of the Umma Party, and Hassan al-Turabi, the head of the Muslim
Brotherhood.

Those suspicious of the apparent ease with which the previously
bitter enemies had come together were proved right; It was soon
apparent that each party to the agreement was manoeuvring for advan-
tage. First to fall out with Nimeiri was Sadiq al-Mahdi, who complained
that alleged promises of reform were not being fulfilled and went into
voluntary exile again in 1978. Hassan al-Turabi however saw the process
as an opportunity to build up the Muslim Brotherhood within the state
itself. He joined the SSU in a senior position and also became attorney
general. At the same time he pressed repeatedly for the introduction
of sharia (Islamic law), while his followers were encouraged to take up
positions in all areas of the state. The extent and significance of this
‘entryism’ on the part of the Muslim Brotherhood was not to be fully
realized for several years. For his part Nimeiri responded to the drift
towards Islamism by publishing his own book entitled The Islamic Way:
Why? In 1983 he introduced a version of Islamic law, which included the
hudud punishments, with much public display and increased repression
in the face of growing unrest. There were public executions and sever-
ings of limbs as a new Puritanism was imposed across the north of the
country.

Nimeiri’s new path in the north, coupled with his efforts to impose
his will on the regional government in the south, resulted in growing
opposition. In the south, his turn to National Reconciliation had sounded
a warning in the context of economic developments. The south feared
that the exploitation of newly-discovered oil deposits would rob the
region of what rightfully belonged to it. At the same time, Nimeiri and
Anwar al-Sadat, the president of Egypt, decided to begin construction of
the long-discussed Jonglei Canal in southern Sudan to improve the flow
of the White Nile by bypassing the swamps of the sudd and delivering
more water for irrigation in northern Sudan and Egypt. Growing discon-
tent in the south saw this as another downright robbery, for it would
contribute little to the region and some argued would have damaging
environmental effects.
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These criticisms found a new strength in 1983 when, following a
mutiny amongst southern troops at Bor deep in the south, John Garang,
a Sudan army colonel and ex-Anyanya officer, announced the formation
of the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA). In the following year
SPLA attacks forced Chevron to shut down its operations in the south
and halted the work on the Jonglei Canal. It was a blow to Nimeiri, which
also brought growing criticism within the army itself. These multiple
dissatisfactions came together in another popular uprising, centred once
more on Khartoum, in 1985 when Nimeiri was out of the country. The
army could not be relied on to suppress the uprising and instead the
military leaders backed down; Nimeiri, unable to return, went into exile
in Cairo.

Nimeiri’s downfall reflected not only discontent over the re-opening
of civil war in the south and the imposition of harsh Islamic law in the
north, but also judgement on the economic and social record of his
years in power. Sudan’s economy had largely failed to grow. The most
lasting monument to Arab investment was the giant sugar scheme at
Kenana, but even that was of arguable significance for the economy as
a whole. Sudan was left mired in debt on a scale far greater than it had
ever experienced before. Hopes of wealth from oil had been dashed by
the renewal of civil war. Yet Nimeiri and those around him were widely
believed to have made considerable personal gains, often by corrupt
means. Thus the gap between rich and poor grew, a situation emphasized
when famine struck the western regions of Kordofan and Darfur in the
early 1980s. The government did little or nothing to alleviate the suffer-
ings of Darfuris. Many died before international assistance arrived. At
the same time Sudan’s middle class was shrinking; many left the country
especially for the Gulf states where their comparatively high educational
level opened many doors.

Nimeiri’s regime maintained the narrow base of Sudanese political
life. He and many of his entourage were from families originally from
the riverain areas north of Khartoum. Those from other parts continued
to feel excluded. The re-division of the country into over twenty states
was seen as an attempt, not to improve administration, but rather to
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break down the regional identities and potential solidarities of the nine
provinces that had been inherited from the days of the Condominium.
Meanwhile John Garang called for a ‘New Sudan’. His vision for the
country was one of empowerment for ‘marginalized’ peoples rather than
separation for the south, as had been demanded by an earlier generation
of southern rebels.

Return to Multi-party Democracy, 1986-1989

The overthrow of Nimeiri in 1985 was not the end of military involve-
ment in government. Senior officers led by Siwar al-Dahab opted not to
confront the popular uprising but to embrace it, creating a Transitional
Military Council (TMC). The TMC’s civilian partners in the National
Alliance for Salvation were drawn mainly from the professional groups
known as the ‘modern forces’, seen by many as representing radical and
secularist aims. However it soon became clear that the TMC was the
dominant force, and that there was little fresh thinking about addressing
the country’s deep seated problems. A meeting of representatives of
the National Alliance with the SPLA at Koka Dam brought hopes of
a settlement and a proposal did emerge, but had moved little further
before elections were called. The hopes of change in the uprising of 1964
had been frustrated, and history was repeating itself in 1985-86. The old
political parties were soon back on the scene and brought with them the
old system of multi-party democracy with its accompanying marginaliza-
tion of the radical leaders of the 1985 uprising.

As in the past, the elections of 1986 produced no clear majority and
resulted in a coalition government under Umma Party leader Sadiq
al-Mahdi. In the south the elections took place in only some areas. There
was an unsuccessful meeting of the new prime minister with the SPLA
leader, after which conflict in the south intensified. The issue of Islamic
law remained unresolved. There were hopes that Nimeiri’s ‘September
laws’, as they had become known, would be repealed but this did not
happen since al-Mahdi was concerned at the impact such a move might
have on the weak coalitions he was forced to maintain. Meanwhile the
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economy remained largely stagnant. The tension produced by multiple
failures contributed to the instability of successive coalitions. In an
attempt to cut the Gordian knot in 1988 the Unionist Party made its
own deal with the SPLA, and by the following year there were signs
that Sadiq al-Mahdi was prepared to do likewise even if it meant ending
Islamic law as demanded by the southerners. The Council of Ministers
and the Assembly endorsed the DUP-SPLM accord in April 1989, Sadiq
initialled a law suspending Islamic laws on 29 June, and the Council of
Ministers endorsed it on 30 June.

However a new ingredient had been emerging in Sudanese politics
in the shape of the National Islamic Front (NIF), as the party of the
Muslim Brotherhood was now known. Its leader, Hassan al-Turabi, had
been building up his movement since National Reconciliation in 1977
and although the NIF had won only 18.5 per cent of the popular vote,
mainly in and around Khartoum, it organized astutely to win 23 of the
28 ‘graduate’ seats. It was to be in and out of the succession of coali-
tion governments thereafter, with its main concern centring always
on defending and enhancing Islamic law. By 1989 the possibility that
Islamic law might be ended by a deal with the SPLA encouraged army
officers sympathetic to the NIE Few had realized the extent to which NIF
‘entryism’ had penetrated not only the military but other areas of the
state as well. This became apparent only after the coup.
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10. Islamism & the State

ABDEL SALAM SIDAHMED

Islamist groups are movements which work for the establishment of an
Islamic order, a society where people live their lives in accordance with
the teachings and regulations of Islam, and/or the establishment of an
Islamic state — a state which applies sharia (Islamic law). In broad terms,
one tendency — known as the educationalist tendency — sees the priority as
working for the transformation and indoctrination of society as a prereq-
uisite for the creation of an Islamic state. Another, the political tendency,
regards the state as a vehicle of societal change and Islamization. The
Sudanese Islamist movement belongs to the political tendency.

From the Muslim Brotherhood to the
National Congress Party

The Islamist movement started in universities and high schools in the
late 1940s under the influence of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood
and in reaction to the leftist and communist trends that were prevalent
in the student sector at the time. In 1954, a small number of Islamist
groups came together and formed the Sudanese Muslim Brotherhood
movement. The movement’s influence remained confined to the student
body throughout the 1950s and early 1960s. During the October 1964
uprising that toppled the first military regime of General Ibrahim Abboud,
the Islamist movement formed the Islamic Charter Front (ICF) under
the leadership of Hassan al-Turabi. During the 1960s, though the ICF’s
constituency remained narrow, it was the driving force behind the push
to dissolve the Communist Party of Sudan in 1965 on charges of atheism.
Likewise the ICF was able to push its call for the adoption of an Islamic

164



ISLAMISM & THE STATE 16§

constitution for the country onto the agenda of the mainstream, parties,
the Umma Party and the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP).

Following the second military takeover led by Col. Jaafar Nimeiri in
1969, the Islamist movement initially adopted a hostile attitude toward
the new regime, which began with leftist leanings. The Islamists joined
the Umma and DUP to form the National Front opposition coalition.
Armed opposition through the National Front gave some Islamist
cadres the opportunity to receive military training. At the political level
however, the movement remained primarily confined to the student
sector, in which it has been the dominant force since the mid-1970s. In
1977, following Nimeiri’s ‘national reconciliation’ with the National Front
opposition, the Islamist movement under Turabi’s leadership adopted
a comprehensive strategy to transform the Islamist movement into a
political force capable of assuming power in its own right. In practical
terms this led to a strategic alliance with Nimeiri’s regime which allowed
the movement to expand its membership and strengthen its economic
capabilities. Using its virtual control of the student body it sought to
expand its influence in society at large, making use of petrodollars to
set up new Islamic economic institutions that became the main vehicles
of the economic empowerment of the Islamist movement and gave rise
to an Islamist business class. There was a minor split led by a group of
veterans who disagreed with Turabi’s approach, but the overwhelming
majority sided with Turabi. From then onwards, the breakaway group
maintained the original name of the Muslim Brotherhood; Turabi’s group
on the other hand adopted the name of Islamic Movement (IM) for their
organization.

Nimeiri’s decision in 1983 to apply sharia — to which Turabi was not a
party, even though he was Nimeiri’s legal advisor at the time — came as
a blessing to the Islamists. It provided a justification for their alliance
with Nimeiri’s regime, its corrupt character notwithstanding. The sharia
experiment, however, and the excesses that characterized its applica-
tion, alienated southern Sudanese politicians and widened opposition
to Nimeiri across the political spectrum. Nimeiri’s regime collapsed in
April 1985 following a popular intifada or uprising and a military takeover.
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Just a few weeks before the collapse, Nimeiri had imprisoned the Islamist
leadership, which, fortunately for them, enabled the movement to make
a come-back to the political scene despite its rather long association with
the defunct regime. Under a new umbrella organization, the National
Islamic Front (NIF), the Islamist movement managed to capture 51 seats
during the parliamentary election of 1986, thus becoming the third largest
party in parliament after the Umma and DUP. The Umma and DUP
joined together in a coalition government headed by Sadiq al-Mahdi,
leader of the Umma party, as prime minister, and the NIF formed the
official parliamentary opposition. The main concern of the NIF leaders
during the parliamentary period was to secure the gains achieved during
Nimeiri’s years and to further expand their movement. To this end, they
led an assault on the Umma-DUP government with the aim of either
inheriting its largely Muslim constituencies or forcing it to give the NIF
a share of power.

During the three year-long democratic episode (1986-89), the NIF first
led the opposition to al-Mahdi’s government, then joined the government
coalition in mid-1988, then left the government in early 1989, as a result
of extra-parliamentary pressure and the redrawing of government priori-
ties. Whether in government or opposition the NIF proved to be very
influential in setting the political agenda and successful in mobilizing
public opinion in support of its own agenda. As far as issues of substance
are concerned the NIE among other things, emphasized preservation of
Nimeiri’s sharialaws, or their replacement with yet another ‘Islamic alter-
native’; it also advocated a tough militarist stand toward the rebellion in
the south which had broken out in 1983. The NIF aimed at discrediting
the two mainstream parties, Umma and DUB, presenting itself as the only
authentic custodian of the Arab-Islamic identity of the Sudanese nation.

The inclusion of the NIF in government demonstrated the extent
to which it was determining the government’s agenda even from the
opposition benches; its exclusion from power in early 1989 seems to have
prompted the Islamist coup of June 1989. The ability of the Islamists to
stage a military coup was a result of a long-term strategy to infiltrate the
army, a process which began after their reconciliation with Nimeiri in
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1977. Utilizing their freedom of action and the cover of religious advocacy
activities, the IM sought to penetrate the armed forces using various
channels and techniques and the first cell of the Islamist officers appeared
around 1980/81. Between 1981 and 1985 the cells of the Islamist officers
grew considerably but not at the same pace as the Islamist movement at
large. After the intifada, the IM intensified its efforts in officer recruitment,
taking advantage of the relatively relaxed atmosphere of the parliamen-
tary period, the growing politicization of the army, its tough militarist
stand toward the war in the south, and its huge financial resources. By
early 1989, the Islamist movement was ready to stage the coup.

On June 30, 1989, the Islamist officers in the army, led by Brigadier
Omar Hassan al-Bashir and supported by about 200 members of the
Islamic Movement’s militia, succeeded in executing a bloodless military
coup that toppled the government of Sadiq al-Mahdi and terminated the
parliamentary regime. As a precaution, the new regime did not clearly
declare its political or ideological affiliation on seizing power, but simply
referred to itself as the Revolution of National Salvation (thawrat al-inqaz
al-watani). Though the deception went as far as placing Turabi in detention
alongside other political leaders, the politicized sectors of the Sudanese
public quickly came to the conclusion that the new regime was closely
connected to the Islamists. Henceforth, the regime installed in the June
3oth coup became known, particularly among the opposition circles, as
the NIF regime.

The military takeover of June 1989 presented the Islamists with the
challenge of adjusting to the new realities of a movement in power. As
pointed out above, prior to 1989 the political organ of the Islamists was
the NIE which was an umbrella organization built around the Islamic
Movement core. In organizational terms the IM existed as a separate
structure from the NIE though its members, or most of them, were
also NIF members. After the military coup of June 1989, the NIF was
formally dissolved along with all other political parties. This decision
was apparently endorsed by the NIF’s Shura Council, which met and
formally decided to disband itself and the organization to avoid causing
‘an embarrassment to the government’. As regards the IM — which was
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not visible to the public - there was an initial uncertainty among the rank
and file members as to the identity of the new power holders. Instruc-
tions were then given to members asking them to freeze all of the old
partisan activity and to support the new regime.

Following Turabi’s release from his staged detention, he initiated a
process that culminated in the dissolution of the IM’s structure and
governing bodies. Turabi’s vision was that the IM should be built anew as
a broad and mass movement with a strong tendency towards expanding
the ranks and attracting new membership (the formula was to adopt a
ratio of 60 per cent new recruits in relation to 40 per cent from the old
membership at all levels). During the first period after the coup, the
IM’s affairs were run by the same inner circle, which was also running
the state (Turabi and his deputy, Ali Osman Taha, in addition to a few
other associates including al-Bashir). Later on this group was gradually
expanded to become an executive body of thirty members, and a wider
Shura council of around 300 members, none of whom were elected.

The IM’s membership became a reservoir from which ministers, top
state officials, security officers and occupants of other essential positions
were recruited. Likewise, IM members were brought in — by the top
leadership — to run media organs, parastatal corporations, banks as
well as institutions created by the new regime. IM members were also
called on to provide grass roots support, becoming the backbone of the
government militia, the Popular Defence Forces (PDF), and the Popular
Neighbourhood Committees, and were generally mobilized to provide
political support to the new regime as necessary. By the same token
when trades unions and other professional bodies were reconstituted
in 1992/93, IM members unsurprisingly became the leading figures of
these syndicates.

Despite the fact that the IM emerged as the undisputed constituency
of al-Bashir’s regime, it did not operate openly. One explanation of this
situation lies in the strategy of deception adopted by the Islamists who
presented their power takeover as a national non-partisan revolution. As
such it was not possible for the new regime to allow the IM as the only
party that could operate openly and lawfully, when all the other parties
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had been banned. Another explanation was to be found in Turabi’s
pragmatic approach to politics and power: the IM had been primarily
built for purposes of power control, now that power was safely secured,
the Movement was redundant; membership energies were better utilized
in the service of the state and its Islamic transformation programme.

In a nutshell, the Sudanese Islamist movement that emerged in the
1950s and grew to become one of the significant political forces in the
country, ceased to exist as a coherent political group after it gained
power in 1989. It was replaced by a structure that was visible only to
its membership and acted primarily as a vehicle of mobilization in
support of the new regime. Hence when the regime established the
National Congress Party (NCP) to be its governing political organ, the
reconstituted Islamic Movement became operative as a nucleus group
within the NCP This dual structure IM/NCP lasted for a limited period
(roughly 1993-98), at the end of which Turabi, the Secretary-General of
both structures, decided to abolish the IM and merge it with the NCP.
In that respect, the NCP might be viewed as the latest manifestation
of the Sudanese Islamist movement, similar to the experiments of the
Islamic Charter Front of the 1960s and the National Islamic Front of the
1980s. There were, however, unique characteristics of the NCP which
set it apart from those previous umbrella structures of the Islamist
movement. Chief among these was that the NCP was set up under
the shadow of power. At the outset, the body that later on became the
NCP was established as the ‘Congresses Systems’, which was advocated
as a non-partisan structure and a forum for popular participation and
direct democracy. The formula of the Congresses System was however
abandoned by Turabi and his aides around the mid-1990s, in favour
of an ordinary political party. Thus, the NCP emerged as the ruling
political party in 1996, and in February 1998, Turabi became the NCP
secretary-general.

Turabi’s election as secretary-general of the NCP was meant to signal
the transition to a new stage in the evolution of the party, a stage in
which the NCP would emerge as the leading party and the vehicle
for the Islamic transformation of Sudanese society. At the beginning,
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however, the NCP — even with Turabi at the helm — did not have a lot
of power or clear control over the affairs of the state. More crucially, it
did not have a clear status vis-a-vis the state institutions despite the
fact that the majority of the state officials and parliamentarians were
NCP members. As NCP secretary-general, Turabi tried to give the party
some substance as a ruling party. In other words, he tried to impose the
party’s control over the state and its officials, including the president of
the republic. Turabi, however, did not have his way; less than a year after
his election as NCP secretary-general he was confronted with an internal
revolt from his own inner circle of aides, many of whom were considered
among his most loyal disciples. The revolt took the form of an internal
memorandum submitted by ten senior figures within the party and the
state to the NCP Shura council on 10 December 1998. The memo, which
was adopted by the Shura council, proposed a reform package through
which President al-Bashir was given effective leadership of the NCP
as the party’s chairman. On the other hand, the authority of the NCP
secretary-general, Turabi, was radically curbed and reduced to adminis-
trative and secretarial tasks. The Memo of Ten - as it came to be known
— triggered an internal dispute within the NCP that eventually led to the
party’s split in mid-2000.

Turabi, who was elected Speaker of the National Assembly in 1996,
used that position as well as his influence within the Islamist constitu-
ency to launch a two-pronged attack aimed at regaining his influence in
the party and state. At the level of the ruling party, Turabi and his loyal-
ists launched a campaign of grass roots mobilization in preparation for
the NCP ‘constituent conference’, which was eventually held in October
1999. Turabi and his loyalists carried the day. The conference revoked
most of the Memo of Ten’s reforms, adopted a new Statute for the NCP
that restored control to the secretary-general, whose loyalists dominated
the newly elected Shura Council, and relegated President al-Bashir to
the position of a party chairman without any significant powers. And
all the signatories of the Memo of Ten failed to get elected to a new
60o-member Shura Council. At the National Assembly, Turabi designed
a package of constitutional amendments aimed primarily at curbing
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President al-Bashir’s powers through the creation of a new position of
prime minister with executive powers, and direct popular election of
state governors.

The constitutional package dominated the political scene throughout
1999. With his position consolidated in the party, Turabi launched what
he probably thought would be the final onslaught on the president
and his group by passing the constitutional amendments through the
National Assembly. The Assembly, however, did not live to pass those
amendments. On 12 December 1999, President al-Bashir declared a state
of emergency throughout the country, dissolved the National Assembly,
and suspended four articles in the constitution relating to the election and
replacement of state governors. Turabi rejected the emergency measures
as unconstitutional and filed a lawsuit to that effect to the Constitutional
Court, but the Court affirmed the presidential measures.

Between January and April 2000 there were attempts at mediation
by various Islamist personalities from Sudan and abroad, but the split
proved to be irrevocable. In May 2000, al-Bashir — in his capacity as
NCP chairman - called for a general meeting at the party headquarters
to discuss the party’s affairs. The meeting, which was boycotted by
Turabi and his group, decided to suspend the secretary-general and his
secretariat. Once again Turabi tried to seek legal remedies; he appealed to
the Political Parties Registrar (a position created under the 1999 Political
Associations Act) to revoke the NCP decision to suspend him and his
secretariat. Unsurprisingly, the Parties Registrar did not consider Turabi’s
complaint, viewing this as an internal dispute within the NCP.

Finally, when Turabi felt that the tide was definitely turning against
him, he decided to sever all links with his former disciples and current
adversaries. Thus, on 27 June 2000, Turabi and some of his loyalists
declared the formation of the National Popular Congress as a separate
party — subsequently, Turabi’s party was renamed simply the Popular
Congress Party (PCP). As regards the NCB, its Shura Council met in July
2000 and adopted resolutions that endorsed the removal of Turabi as
secretary-general and elected Ibrahim Ahmed Umar (one of the authors
of the Memo of Ten) to act as interim secretary-general for the NCP. In
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later amendments of the NCP statutes, the post of secretary-general was
abolished altogether and replaced by two vice-chairpersons. Initially,
there was some competition between the NCP and PCP over the loyalty
of the core Islamist constituency. In the course of time, however, the
majority have come to support the NCB, either on grounds of a principled
choice or on account of the NCP’s control of the state. In the elections
of 2010, the PCP was a rather insignificant opposition party.

Transformation of the State

The post-colonial Sudanese state inherited from the colonial state a
two-tier administrative system (combining direct rule and native admin-
istration) and an economy dominated by the public sector. This structure
remained intact with limited changes until the second military takeover
of Jaafar Nimeiri in 1969. Under Nimeiri’s regime (1969-85), the Sudanese
state underwent significant structural changes. During its populist phase
(1969-75), Nimeiri’s regime proceeded to establish a one-party state and
a presidential republic; local government was reformed by abolishing
native administration and by the establishment of a pyramidal skeleton
linking local structures with national decision making bodies. In the
economic field, Nimeiri’s regime, during its early years in power, took
measures to nationalize foreign banks and companies, replacing them
with public corporations. These measures, coupled with the ambitious
development projects pursued by the regime, expanded the public sector
and further enhanced the economic role of the state.

Nonetheless, the way the political system evolved under Nimeiri’s
regime — which degenerated into a ‘one-man rule’ — eventually weakened
the state and led to the destruction of its institutions. The third parlia-
mentary regime, which succeeded Nimeiri’s, inherited a state structure
damaged by the impact of a protracted dictatorial regime, a highly politi-
cized army and civil service, and a weakened judiciary. Given the scale
of problems confronting the elected civilian government and its failure
to tackle them or to attend to reforming the state machinery at central
or regional levels, the fragile state structure went into decline. The state
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became no more than a crisis management agency that barely coped with
the rapidly deteriorating situation at all levels.

The poor performance of successive governments during the parlia-
mentary period to address the range of problems facing the country,
facilitated the military takeover of June 1989, which was widely antici-
pated. The new Islamist regime had to confront these same problems
— civil, war, economy, security — but its more immediate challenge was to
secure and consolidate its power. This challenge is better understood if
placed within the context of the Sudanese political scene at the time of
the Islamist takeover. The last government of Sadiq al-Mahdi — formed in
March 1989 - included all of the main political parties with the exception
of the NIF, two ministers from the trade unions’ confederations, and
a retired army general nominated by army commanders. As such, the
Islamist coup of June 1989 appeared at odds with all other active forces
in the country: all other political parties, trade unions, and the army
establishment. It was no surprise, therefore, that all these forces joined
together under an opposition umbrella, the National Democratic Alliance
(NDA), which was formed in October 1989 with the aim of opposing the
military regime and restoring national democracy.

To secure and consolidate its hold on power al-Bashir’s regime resorted
to an unprecedented and violent suppression of any form of opposition
whether civilian or military. A physicians’ strike in October 1989, which
was regarded as heralding a general strike by the trade union movement to
topple the regime, was violently put down: union leaders were imprisoned,
one doctor tortured to death, and the secretary general of the Physicians’
Federation sentenced to death. In April 1990, 28 army officers, and 54
rank-and-file soldiers, were summarily executed following an abortive
coup attempt. These measures were followed by almost blanket purges
in the army, security and civil services. During its first five years in power,
the regime dismissed 11,000 military personnel, including 1,800 officers,
and laid off 73,6 40 civil service employees from various state departments
and corporations. These posts and positions were filled by Islamists.

Having consolidated its grip on power, the Islamist regime sought to
establish a political system capable of realizing its political and ideological
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vision. The Revolutionary Command Council (RCC) was created. In the
beginning, it assumed wide legislative and executive powers and, in
the absence of a constitution or a popular mandate, resorted to rule by
decree. The new power holders, however, knew that they would have to
establish proper political and constitutional bodies and try to secure a
measure of popular endorsement for those institutions and the regime
as a whole. In the immediate period following the takeover, the new
regime established what they called popular committees in urban neigh-
bourhoods and villages to take care of local services and partially fill the
vacuum resulting from the abolition of the local authority institutions. In
theory, these popular committees were to be elected by the people in each
neighbourhood or village. In practice, the process was tightly managed
by the new regime; and the newly established popular committees were
— unsurprisingly — dominated by Islamists.

In1992, the RCC appointed a ‘Transitional National Assembly’ to act as
alegislative authority until the establishment of an elected parliament. In
1993, the RCC dissolved itself and appointed Omar al-Bashir as President
of the Republic. In August 1991, a ‘political system consultative confer-
ence’ was convened; it remained in session until April 1992, with between
800 and 2000 delegates attending. The conference resolved to adopt the
‘Congresses System’ formula as the governing political organization of the
country. The process started in 1992 and was completed in 1995 with the
establishment of the National Congress at the federal level. This process
was accompanied by the reconstitution — again in a controlled manner —
of trades unions, professional, women’s and youth organizations, all of
which had been dissolved after the coup. In December 1995, the president
approved Constitutional Decree No. 13 which provided for the election
of a National [federal] Assembly composed of 400 seats, two-thirds
of which were to be directly elected from geographical constituencies,
with the remaining third elected from the congresses in accordance with
the statutes and internal regulations of the latter. Through the period
1993-1995, elections were held at the local, provincial and state levels to
reconstitute local administration institutions and legislative authorities
for the 25 states under the federal system. In March 1996, elections were
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held for the National Assembly, and so were presidential elections. Omar
al-Bashir became the ‘elected’ president of the state and, as mentioned
earlier, Hassan al-Turabi became the National Assembly Speaker.

The new ‘elected’ National assembly soon initiated measures to draft
a permanent constitution for the Republic of Sudan. The process was
completed in 1998 with the adoption of a new permanent constitution
that came into effect on 1 July 1998. The constitution legitimized the
existing presidential federal system, but adopted a rather moderate tone
with regard to religion and state by being silent on the religion of the
state, and placing Islamic sharia as a source of legislation on a par with
custom and consensus. It also made citizenship the basis of all rights
and duties regardless of religion or race. Among the most significant, and
indeed controversial articles, was the adoption of a formula that allowed
a measure of limited and controlled pluralism (al-tawali al-siyasi) that
falls far short of outright multipartyism.

The 1998 constitution has apparently affected the concept and guiding
principles of the governing political organ, the National Congress and
its transformation into the National Congress Party. Initially, the NCP
was projected not as a political party, but rather a political structure that
provided a framework for popular participation and grassroots democracy.
The formula of the Congresses’ System rested on the gradual establish-
ment of popular congresses at the local level — urban neighbourhoods
or villages — to the provincial and state levels and finally the national/
federal level which would become the National Congress and also include
representatives of professional and mass organizations. By emphasising
the non-partisan, non-ideological nature of the new political structure,
the Islamist leadership was hoping to appeal to, and eventually attract
the constituencies of the mainstream opposition parties, Umma and
DUP Turabi in particular, was convinced that the bulk of the DUP and
Umma constituencies generally supported an Islamic orientation, but the
leaderships of these parties — over the years — proved an obstacle to an
Islamic transformation of the state and its policies. Now that the DUP
and Umma leaderships had been sidelined as a result of the June 1989
power takeover, there was an opportunity to reach out directly to these
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Islamic-oriented constituencies to cultivate their support, and thereby
broaden the popular base of the regime at the expense of the opposi-
tion parties. The Congresses’ System was also designed to penetrate
other traditional platforms such as tribal structures of the former Native
Administration, and Sufi religious orders.

Despite this strategy the formula of the Congresses’ System was
abandoned in the mid-1990s, in favour of an ordinary political party,
the NCP. The most obvious explanation is that the Congresses’ System
formula did not work, and was not taken seriously even by the regime’s
decision makers, let alone the public at large. On the other hand, both
domestic political evolution of the regime and the pressure of interna-
tional isolation seemed to have prompted the leadership to consider the
adoption of limited pluralism in Sudan’s political system. This choice was
subsequently formalized in the 1998 constitution that adopted al-tawali
al-siyasi. Accordingly, the establishment of the NCP came in anticipation
of ‘political pluralism’ in which the NCP would be expected to compete
with other political forces in the country. Nonetheless, though the regime
seemed to have abandoned its populist idea of direct participation and
grassroots democracy, it had not given up on its plan of establishing
hegemonic control over the political process in the country. Under the
1998 constitution, the regime sought to co-opt other political groups or
breakaway factions from opposition parties, while maintaining a tight
grip on power and the political process.

At the administrative level, al-Bashir’s regime introduced a federal
structure for the administration of the country. This measure seemingly
came in response to a recommendation of the conference of ‘National
Dialogue’ held in September 1989 on the prospects of peace in the
country. The Islamist movement had already favoured a federal system,
as was clear in the National Charter document issued by the NIF in 1987
outlining its vision for a peaceful settlement to the civil war and the
future of Sudan’s political system. In 1991 the RCC issued constitutional
decree No. 4 which enacted federal rule in the country. After some experi-
mentation with the federal structure, particularly with regard to the
number and composition of states, the government settled for 25 states
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(15 in the north and 10 in the south). Further legislation was subsequently
issued to organize administration at the district and local levels and,
significantly, the reintroduction of Native Administration in rural areas.
In theory the federal system, local government and Native Administra-
tion reforms were advocated as measures to empower people, ensure
better and more direct participation, and improve delivery of services at
the local and regional levels. On closer examination, however, it seems
that the regime was more concerned with consolidation of its power than
serving public interest. To start with, most of the bodies and executives at
the state level continued to be appointed rather than elected (up until the
elections of 2010, state governors continued to be appointed by the presi-
dent). Furthermore, states on the whole suffered from lack of resources
and remained dependent on grants from the federal government and
whatever resources they could muster from taxes and other dues.

On the other hand, the regime seemed to have benefited from the
federal system in a number of ways. The system allowed the regime to
assert its control at all levels and - through decentralized organization of
the state organs and committed officials — enhanced the regime’s capacity
to defend itself against counter attacks which would most likely target
the centre of power in Khartoum. Additionally, the complex administra-
tive structure of the federal system enabled the inner circle of the ruling
elite to reward supporters, co-opt others and expand their patronage
networks. On another level, by reintroducing Native Administration, the
regime was trying to dismantle the constituencies of opposition parties
such as the Umma party of former Prime Minister al-Mahdi which had
maintained its stronghold in western Sudan during the last parliamen-
tary elections of 1986. Likewise, Native Administration reforms were
manipulated by the government and used as a vehicle to reward its allies
and supporters and to penalize adversaries.

Two developments in the economic field have had important implica-
tions on the evolution of the Islamist regime: these were the economic
liberalization and the drilling and export of oil. In 1992 the regime declared
and carried out a comprehensive policy of economic liberalization under
which the national currency was floated, subsidies on essential goods
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lifted, and most of the publicsector corporations were either privatized
or disbanded. Economically, liberalization freed the government from
the burden of securing funds to finance subsidies and support mostly
indebted and unproductive parastatals, as well as maintaining large
number of public sector employees. At the political level, privatization
enabled the regime to deal with the trade union movement. By reducing
the workforce in various institutions and reducing the role of the state as
the main employer, the regime could neutralize the impact of potential
strikes on government operations and service. Privatization also allowed
the regime to pursue an undeclared policy of transfer and redistribution
of wealth for the benefit of its own Islamist business class. On its part,
the rise of the oil industry with the commencement of production and
export of oil in 1999 enhanced the resources at the disposal of the regime
and had far reaching political implications.

War and Peace

When the Islamist regime assumed power in mid-1989, the rebel
movement, SPLM/A occupied around 8o per cent of the countryside
of the southern region, some parts of the Nuba Mountains, and parts
of the southern Blue Nile. The regime approached the civil war in the
south with a view to turning the challenge posed by the conflict into
an asset. Through its tough militarist approach it sought to use the
war as a tool in its control mechanism. In ideological terms the regime
presented the civil war as a problem that threatened the very survival of
the Sudanese nation; every citizen was therefore expected to contribute
to the government’s war effort, its jihad against the enemies of Islam and
the nation. Within this framework, it set up the Popular Defence Forces
(PDF) as a government militia to support the armed forces in the war
zone. The PDF mobilization, the mandatory military service for youth
and students, and the intensive religiously-inspired propaganda associ-
ated with this mobilization, were all meant to keep younger generations
within the orbit of the Islamist regime and prevent the opposition forces
from attracting a following among them. At another level, the regime
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imposed mandatory military service among government employees
(those who escaped the dismissal axe) as a manifestation of loyalty.
By and large, the civil war and the government’s approach to it seemed
to have strengthened the oppressive dimension of the regime as many
human rights violations were committed within the context of the war
and/or under its pretext.

Peace on the other hand produced new dynamics and triggered a
process that could have significantly transformed the regime and opened
the way for the rise of a new and more participatory political system. The
2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) created a constitutional
and political framework that was geared towards democratic transfor-
mation. Yet, when elections were finally held in April 2010, they were
hardly a manifestation of the democratic transformation envisaged by the
CPA. Rather, elections simply returned the ruling NCP-SPLM coalition
brought about by the CPA, and paved the way for the 2011 referendum
on self-determination for southern Sudan.

While the CPA process has been under way, the Darfur conflict has
caused a realignment of factions within the inner circle of the ruling NCP
in favour of the ‘militarist’ tendency within the regime, which in its turn
led to the government’s intransigence and complicated the prospect of a
political settlement to the crisis.

The Authoritarian State and the Clientelist State

The Islamist regime came with the ideological vision of radical trans-
formation and restructuring of the state on Islamic grounds (known as
al-mashru‘ al-hadari — which literally means ‘civilizational scheme’, but
could also be translated as ‘cultural authenticity scheme’). As alluded
to earlier, the first phase — geared towards consolidation of Islamist
control of the state — witnessed extreme repression and a heavy-handed
approach directed against all other political forces and was accompa-
nied by systematic layoffs of civil and military personnel. The Islamist
regime sought to replace the secular state structure with an ideologically
committed apparatus that could be trusted to pursue the movement’s



	الغلاف
	الاهداء
	الشكر والعرفان
	الفهرس
	الاختصارات
	1111
	222222
	3333
	منتهي

