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Introduction  

South Sudan is the most recent sovereign state of the United Nations, gaining its 
independence from the Republic of Sudan in 2011 after two Sudanese civil wars. Sudan had 
been divided culturally and ethnically between the majority-Muslim Arab north and the 
majority-Christian Nilotic south. Independence brought hope to many South Sudanese people, 
but that hope was short-lived. Massive state corruption, political power grabs within the party, 
and persistent tensions with Sudan over the sharing of oil revenues left South Sudan 
extremely vulnerable to a renewed conflict. South Sudan contains more than 60 ethnic groups.  

During the civil war with the north, these groups put their differences aside to fight for their 
independence. The new president Salva Kiir was a Dinka (the largest ethnic group in South 
Sudan) and in an expression of unity, he asked Riek Machar, a Nuer (the second largest ethnic 
group in South Sudan), to be his vice president. Unfortunately, when the state-building began, 
old rivalries and tensions re-emerged. On December 15, 2013, President Kiir accused his 
former deputy Riek Machar and ten others of attempting a coup d’etat, igniting the South 
Sudanese Civil War. Soldiers from the Dinka ethnic group aligned with President Kiir and 
those from the Nuer ethnic group supported Riek Machar. The fighting resulted in the death 
of approximately 1000 people in two months alone, getting classified as an ethnic-tribal war. 
Both sides have exploited ethnic tensions and the country’s vast resources for their own 
personal and political gain. Hundreds of thousands of South Sudanese have been killed and 
evidence of war crimes by both sides continues to pile. Since the outbreak of conflict, armed 
groups have targeted civilians along ethnic lines, committed rape and sexual violence, 
destroyed property and looted villages, and recruited children into their ranks. Violence has 
prevented farmers from planting or harvesting crops, causing food shortages nationwide. In 
July 2014, the UN Security Council declared South Sudan’s food crisis the worst in the world.  

Since the civil war broke out, more than 4 million people have been displaced, with about 1.9 
million of those internally displaced, and millions of people have fled to neighboring 
countries, especially Uganda and Sudan. In late December 2013, the UN Security Council 
authorized a rapid deployment of about 6,000 security forces, in addition to 7,600 
peacekeepers already in the country, to aid in nation-building efforts. In May 2014, the 
Security Council voted in a rare move to shift the mission’s mandate from nation-building to 
civilian protection, authorizing UN troops to use force. Since reprioritizing protection, the UN 
Mission in the Republic of South Sudan has faced extreme challenges due to the deterioration 
of the security situation and its complex relationship with the government of the Republic of 
South Sudan. 
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Definition of Key Terms  

Civil War is a war between citizens of the same country. 

Sovereignty is the authority of a state to govern itself.  

Coup d’etat is a sudden, violent, and illegal seizure of power from a government. 

Displacing means to force (someone) to leave their home, typically because of war, 
persecution, or natural disaster. 

Arms Embargo is a restriction or a set of sanctions that apply solely to weaponry.  An arms 
embargo may serve one or more purposes: to signal disapproval of behavior by a certain 
actor, to maintain neutrality in an ongoing conflict, etc. 

War crimes are serious breaches of international law committed against civilians or "enemy 
combatants" during an international or domestic armed conflict (according to the UN). 

Ethnic-tribal war is a conflict between two or more contending ethnic groups. While the 
source of the conflict may be political, social, economic or religious, the individuals in 
conflict must expressly fight for their ethnic group's position within society. 

Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) is an eight-country trade bloc in 
Africa. It includes governments from the Horn of Africa, Nile Valley, and the African Great 
Lakes. Its headquarters are in Djibouti City. 

 

General Overview  

1) South Sudan gaining its independence 

In 1983, after a decade-long pause in the Sudanese civil war between the north and south, 
conflict broke out again. It wasn't until early 2005 - after more than 1.5 million people had 
died - that a peace agreement was signed between the two sides. The agreement led to the 
historic vote that created the Republic of South Sudan on July 9, 2011, making it the world’s 
youngest nation. From the start, South Sudan was one of the poorest countries in the world. 
Most of the fledgling nation was - and still is - in the grip of a humanitarian crisis fueled by 
years of chronic underdevelopment, conflict, and natural disasters. Now, with 3.7 million 
South Sudanese people displaced, it is the source of the biggest refugee crisis in Africa. 

 

2) Humanitarian Impact of the Conflict 

Thousands of civilians have been killed, often because of their ethnicity or perceived political 
alliances in South Sudan’s ongoing conflict. An estimated 4 million people have been forced 
to flee their homes. Large parts of key towns and essential civilian infrastructures such as 
clinics, hospitals, and schools, have been looted, destroyed, and abandoned. Tens of 
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thousands of people are still sheltering in United Nations compounds, too afraid to return 
home. Lack of accountability for decades of violence during Sudan’s long civil war helped 
fuel the conflict. Military and political leaders on all sides have failed to make any serious 
attempt to reduce abuses committed by their forces or to hold them to account. Since the 
beginning of the conflict, South Sudan’s National Security Service (NSS) and military 
intelligence detained hundreds of men for alleged connections with opposition forces, some 
for as long as a year, often in inhumane conditions. Most detainees were beaten and many 
tortured. None of the detainees was allowed access to a lawyer or judge.  

 

 

3) A possible embargo on South Sudan 

The US has proposed an arms embargo, to block all weapons sales to South Sudan and try to 
stop the fighting. The problem is that the resolution did not pass the UN Security Council 
because China and Russia are deferring to South Sudan's neighbors. All of them have their 
own vested interests in South Sudan and are divided over what to do to stop the violence. 
Until those African nations agree on a solution, China and Russia will block any sanctions or 
embargoes emerging from the UN. 

 

4) Demographic component of the conflict 

South Sudan is one of the most diverse countries in Africa, having over 60 major ethnic 
groups. During the long era of fighting for independence, tribes had been living in unity 
because of a collective goal- independence from the north. When the new country was born, 
differences among ethnic groups only deepened, especially when considered the accessibility 
to take part in decision making. Some groups felt highly discriminated against. During still 
present South Sudanese Civil war, lots of atrocities based on ethnic identity were committed, 
UN experts declared it to be an ethnic-tribal war. 
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Major Parties Involved  

SPLA  

Sudan People’s Liberation Army is the army of the Republic of South Sudan. It was founded 
as a guerrilla movement against the government of Sudan in 1983 and was a key participant 
of the Second Sudanese Civil War, led by John Garang. Following John Garang's death in 
2005, Salva Kiir was named the new Commander-in-Chief of SPLA. Following South 
Sudan's independence in 2011, the SPLA became the new republic's regular army. Later on, 
SPLA was officially renamed South Sudan People's Defense Forces (SSPDF) by South 
Sudanese President Salva Kiir. 

SPLM-IO 

Sudan People’s Liberation Movement-in-Opposition, also known as the anti-governmental 
forces (AGF) is a mainly South Sudanese political party and rebel group that split from the 
Sudan People’s Liberation Movement in 2013 due to political tensions between President 
Salva Kiir and Vice President Riek Machar Teny over leadership of SPLM. Tensions 
strengthened between forces loyal to both presidents and South Sudan plunged into a political 
war, The South Sudanese Civil War. The party and militia are led by Riek Machar.  

UNMISS (United Nations Mission in South Sudan)  

The Mission is committed to helping build durable peace in South Sudan. It does this by 
working as an impartial partner at a national and sub-national level with political, religious, 
traditional and community leaders as well as at grassroots with communities and individuals 
across the country. The priorities are to advance reconciliation efforts, strengthen conflict 
resolution mechanisms and build national cohesion as well as to engage in regional and 
international peace initiatives. The Mission protects, monitors, investigates, and reports on 
human rights violations and abuses with a strong focus on the most vulnerable, such as 
women and children and those who are subjected to sexual and gender-based violence. 

United States  

The United States of America was a lead facilitator of South Sudanese independence. Prior to 
the outbreak of the civil war in 2013, the United States strongly supported and advocated for 
the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM), which became the new country’s 
government.  Over 1,2 billion dollars were invested by the United States for the newest 
country in the world. However, the United States has taken a back seat in peace talks as IGAD 
mediates between Kiir and Machar. The United States and Europe have imposed sanctions on 
commanders from both sides, but diplomats say real pressure for a deal to be implemented 
must come from neighboring states. 
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Uganda 

As a neighboring country, it plays a huge role in hosting the majority of South Sudanese 
refugees. The government of South Sudan also invited Ugandan troops into the country to 
help put an end to the SPLM-IO rebellion. Uganda has political and economic interests in 
ensuring the stability of South Sudan under SPLM-leadership and fears it will lose its 
influence in South Sudan if the SPLM-IO comes to power. It also supplies the South 
Sudanese underfed market with almost all kinds of products due to the lack of South Sudan’s 
own agriculture and industry.  

Ethiopia 

As a neighboring country, it hosts a significant number of refugees and as the center of the 
African Union, it plays an important role in ensuring peace talks and negotiations. However, 
the relations between South Sudan and Ethiopia took a negative turn due to the providence of 
a shelter for rebellious Machar. South Sudan strongly condemns any Ethiopian interference in 
South Sudan, claiming they are a sovereign country.  

Sudan 

Sudan and South Sudan have some conflicts in terms of oil areas and the border. However, 
there were some peace agreements between them considering the huge population of Southern 
refugees in Sudan. 

Ukraine 

During the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) interim period, Ukraine became the most 
prolific exporter of small arms, light weapons, tanks, and other large conventional weapons to 
South Sudan. Ukrainian heavy machine guns and grenade launchers were found in 2014, even 
after the start of the civil war. These weapons, authorized by Ukrainian state arms exporter, 
Ukrspetsexport, reached South Sudan through Kenya and Uganda. 

China 

 China is one of the biggest buyers of South Sudanese oil. It is also one of the biggest 
exporters of arms to Sub-Saharan Africa and the third-largest arms exporter in the world, 
following the US and Russia. Due to its discounted prices and its pledge of full cooperation 
with South Sudan, China’s arms exports have increased significantly. A UN report notes that 
the South Sudanese government purchased 20 million USD in weapons from the Chinese 
state-owned weapons manufacturer, China North Industries Corp. (Norinco), in 2014. Many 
of these weapons went on to be used by the rebels through re-selling, capture, or re-
distribution. While China stopped selling arms following its last shipment in July 2014, its 
weapons still play a prominent role in South Sudan’s conflict. 
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Russia 

In 2012, Russia sided with China in resisting Western efforts to sanction Sudan’s (North and 
South) over the escalating conflict between the two countries. Like China, Russia is interested 
in lucrative deals with the energy-rich states. As a result, Russia explicitly expressed its 
interest in enhancing military trade relations with South Sudan. In October 2011, a delegation 
from the Russian Federal State Unitary Enterprise, Rosoboronexport, met with President 
Salva Kiir to discuss military cooperation. The Deputy Director-General of Rosoboronexport, 
Alexander Micheev, then stated that Russia was prepared to increase support for building 
South Sudan’s defense capacity. Since then, Russia has become a significant arms supplier to 
South Sudan. 

 

Timeline of Key Events  

When Event 

1956 Sudan gains independence 

1955-1972 First Sudanese Civil War 

1983-2005                     Second Sudanese Civil War 

9 July 2011  South Sudan’s Independence Day 

July 2013  President Kiir dismisses the entire cabinet and Vice-President Riek 
Machar in a power struggle within the governing Sudan People's 
Liberation Movement. 

December 2013 Civil war erupts as President Salva Kiir accuses his former vice-
president, Riek Machar, of plotting to overthrow him. Rebel factions 
seize control of several regional towns, thousands are killed and many 
more flee. Uganda troops intervene on the government's side. 

January 2014 A ceasefire is signed but broken several times over subsequent weeks, 
and further talks in February fail to end the violence that displaces 
more than a million people by April. 

April 2014 UN says pro-Machar forces sack the oil town of Bentiu, killing 
hundreds of civilians. 

August 2014 Peace talks begin in the Ethiopian capital Addis Ababa and drag on for 
months as fighting continues. 

April 2016 Riek Machar finally returns to Juba and is sworn in as first vice-
president in a new unity government - but is sacked in July after further 
conflict and goes back into exile. 
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November 2016 UN sacks Kenyan commander of its peacekeeping mission over the 
failure to protect civilians in Juba during July violence. Kenya 
withdraws its troops from the peacekeeping mission. Japanese 
peacekeepers arrive in South Sudan, the first time in nearly 70 years 
that Japan has deployed its soldiers overseas with a broad mandate to 
use force if necessary. 

December 2016 A UN commission on human rights says a process of ethnic cleansing 
is underway in several parts of the country, a claim that President Salva 
Kiir denies. 

February 2017 A famine is declared in parts of South Sudan in what the UN describes 
as a man-made catastrophe caused by civil war and economic collapse. 

May 2017 President Kiir declares a unilateral ceasefire, launches national 
dialogue. 

August 2017 The number of refugees fleeing violence in South Sudan to Uganda 
passes the one million mark, according to the UN. 

August 2018 President Kiir signs a power-sharing agreement with Riek Machar and 
other opposition groups in a bid to end the civil war. The deal will see 
Machar return to the government as one of five vice-presidents. 

 

 

Previous attempts to resolve the issue  

The civil war changed the dynamics of the engagement of the UN and other development 
partners. With the setbacks for development following the conflict, the country was returned 
to rely on humanitarian assistance. In order to address the current context of the country, the 
United Nations Country Team has adopted a short-term development strategy that guided the 
delivery of support during the interim period between January 1, 2016, and December 31, 
2017, which also corresponds, to the transitional period under the peace period. The Interim 
Cooperation Framework (ICF) provides a basis for the UN to work with the government and 
other development partners to address key challenges and issues, as South Sudan works 
towards achieving sustainable peace and development.  

 

14 DECEMBER 2016 A/HRC/S-26/L.1 This was a Human Rights Council resolution that 
condemned the ongoing violations and abuses of 
human rights and violations of international 
humanitarian law in South Sudan. 
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20 DECEMBER 2016 S/2016/1085 This was the draft resolution on an arms embargo 
and targeted sanctions that failed to receive the 
necessary support to be adopted. It received 
seven affirmative votes (France, New Zealand, 
Spain, Ukraine, Uruguay, the UK, and the US) 
and eight abstentions (Angola, China, Egypt, 
Japan, Malaysia, Russia, Senegal, and 
Venezuela). 

 

Possible Solutions  

To end the conflict that has lasted for many years, agreements should be set by all parties 
involved. With some measures, a true democracy should be assured. New elections may heal 
some of the tensions. Ceasefires should not be neglected, but keep in mind, a ceasefire is not a 
long-term solution. 

Key Questions a Potential Resolution Should Address: 

● How can the United Nations most effectively facilitate an end to violence and a path 
toward peace and reconciliation, both among political factions and rival communities?  

● If the fighting continues, what possible steps—further sanctions, an arms embargo, 
new types of aid, aid restrictions—would be most appropriate and most effective?  

● How can the United Nations support efforts to pursue accountability for alleged war 
crimes without a negative impact on the peace process?  

● Some key global powers, such as Russia, often oppose tactics designed to 
diplomatically isolate problematic regimes, such as sanctions, as a matter of policy. 
How can the International Community unite to secure a prosperous future for the 
people of South Sudan? 

● How can the international community help to create a more secure environment for aid 
workers and UN peacekeepers?  

 

Appendix/Appendices  

● https://www.peaceinsight.org/conflicts/south-sudan/	

● https://enoughproject.org/conflicts/south-sudan 

● https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/war/south-sudan-tribes.htm 
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