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  The three states are different in character. Red Sea has over 800 km of coast-

line and a narrow coastal strip that runs along the line of the mineral-rich Red 

Sea hills. Most of Red Sea state is desert or semi-arid. Annual rainfall in the 

northernmost district of Halaib is around 25 mm (Abbas and Tilley, 1991, p. 78). 

But in the south seasonal Ethiopian highland torrents run into the fertile Tokar 

delta along the Red Sea. Water from the Ethiopian highlands shapes patterns 

of settlement to the south. The seasonal Gash River empties into an inland delta 

around Kassala town. South of the Gash lies the Setait River, which joins the 

Atbara River, a Nile tributary, near the border between Gedaref and Kassala 

states. The Rahad River, a Blue Nile tributary, forms the south-western border 

of Gedaref state and Eastern Sudan. The Butana clay plain lies between the 

Atbara and Nile rivers. This area supports intensive farming: rainfall is up to 

800 mm a year at its southernmost point, which lies on a line about 50 km north 

of Renk, South Sudan’s northernmost town (Mackinnon, 1948, pp. 699–733; 

Sorbo, 1991, p. 222).

  Eastern Sudan’s coastline, deserts, deltas, and clay plains were integrated 

into wider African and Middle Eastern economies in ancient times: the region 

traded in gold and grain with pharaohs and caliphs (Ehret, 2002, p. 209; Paul, 

1954, pp. 27, 103). Since the 19th century states headquartered at Khartoum have 

continuously reorganized its agriculture. Commercial cotton schemes were 

�rst set up in the 1860s in the Gash and Tokar deltas, and the region’s grain 

fed colonial soldiers (Serels, 2012; Talhami, 1975, p. 127). Successive Khartoum 

governments built railways, ports, and roads; dug gold mines; dammed rivers; 

transferred populations; transformed land tenure arrangements; commercial-

ized agriculture; and in the process turned periodic droughts into more extreme 

famines (Miller, 2005; Serels, 2012).

The people
According to the 2008 census the population of the three states making up Eastern 

Sudan was just over 4.5 million, i.e. about 14.7 per cent of the population of mod-

ern Sudan (Ireton, 2005; Yousif, Higabi, and Ahamad, n.d., p. 188) (see Table 5).

  The people of Eastern Sudan can be grouped according to livelihoods, ethnic-

ity, and gender, among other ways. In 2009 about two-thirds of the region’s 
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population were rural and about 10 

per cent were pastoralists (CBS, 2009, 

pp. 48–51). The proportion of pas

toralists is declining. Droughts and 

economic change are rapidly reshap-

ing livelihoods, and some groups 

have adapted inventively, becoming 

involved in international trade or 

linking rural production with urban 

markets. Other groups have moved 

to towns to cope with rural adversity. 

These groups often become manual workers, petty traders, or security guards. 

People speak a variety of languages—a large proportion of the population of 

Kassala state speak the Beja language Tu-Bedawyi as a mother tongue. Arabic 

is the language of education, and lack of facility in Arabic is one factor con-

tributing to relatively low levels of educational attainment. In 2009 gross 

enrolment in basic education in Kassala state was 45 per cent, ten percent-

age points lower than the rate found in a study �ve years previously (UNDP, 

2012, p. 37).

  Eastern Sudan’s many languages are indications of the region’s ethnic diver-

sity. Alongside Tu-Bedawyi there are signi�cant populations of speakers of 

Eritrean, Darfuri, Nubian, and West African languages. Ethnic background 

often in�uences livelihood patterns, and an understanding of the links between 

ethnicity and social and economic change is important for an understanding 

of con�ict in the region.

  Beja people are among the most long-standing inhabitants of the area, with 

a long pre-colonial history of peaceful interaction and trade with peoples of the 

northern Nile Valley. Their Tu-Bedawyi language has similarities with Somali 

and Oromo; all are classi�ed as Cushitic languages that have been spoken in 

the Horn of Africa for millennia (Ehret, 2002, pp. 79, 308). For thousands of 

years migrants from Arabia and groups from the Ethiopian highlands have 

been assimilated into Beja societies and adopted their language (Paul, 1954). 

Traditionally, Beja culture is organized around diwabs, i.e. small herding groups 

organized by kinship. Diwabs have traditional entitlements and emotional 

Table 5 Sudan’s population, 2008

Area Population

Red Sea 1,396,110

Kassala 1,789,806

Gedaref 1,348,378

Eastern Sudan 4,534,294

Northern states 30,894,000

Sudan (total) 39,154,490

Source: CBS (2009)



Small Arms Survey Development Deferred  19

pastoralists (Abdel Ati et al., 2011, p. 12). Some sacked workers may have moved 

into informal gold mining, which employed an estimated 40, 000 people in Red 

Sea state and neighbouring River Nile state in 2010 (Calkins and Ille, 2014, p. 66).

  Central governments sought to manage these social changes by appointing 

tax-collecting ‘tribal’ or neo-traditional leaders over Beja groups and sub-

groups. Several Beja notables were given the title nazir, or paramount chief, 

which implies land rights. But these notables achieved government recogni-

tion just when traditional control of land was eroding and the Beja people were 

being pushed towards harsh new labour markets in towns and ports. Ethnic 

af�liations were strengthened rather than weakened in the process, because 

governments in Khartoum improvised tribalized systems of peripheral govern-

ance that turned neo-traditional leaders from land custodians and tax collec-

tors into brokers of government services for members of their ethnic groups. 

This brokerage, or rationing of services, was a means for the government to 

manage disinvestment from services in its peripheries and to obscure the stark 

economic divisions emerging in Eastern Sudan (Abdel Ati, 2013, p. 21).

  Khartoum still uses land rights to intervene in relations between ethnic com-

munities. Rashaida people came from the Arabian Peninsula to settle around 

Tokar in southern Red Sea state during the 19th century and spread out across 

the Eritrean–Sudanese borderlands. Unlike some previous arrivals, they did 

not assimilate into Beja society, and relationships were sometimes antagonistic. 

As landless newcomers, Rashaida people did not have a nazir, and negotia-

tions for state recognition of their land rights still routinely occupy Rashaida 

politics (Young, 2008). But Rashaida pastoralists have responded to their exclu-

sion from the shrinking domain of traditional land rights by making the most 

of the new global economy. They took jobs as migrant workers in Saudi Arabia 

and invested the capital they accumulated in the Red Sea camel trade and tech-

nology, such as trucks and satellite phones, that allowed them to modernize 

their pastoral economy (Bushra, 2005, p. 298). Access to �nance is now more 

important than traditional land rights, particularly since the privatization of 

agricultural schemes. Finance is controlled through banks whose interests are 

interlinked with the government’s. For the past two decades Islamic banks have 

been reshaping Eastern Sudan’s agricultural economy and people with links to 

the Islamist movement are their principal bene�ciaries (Ahmed, 2005).
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  The Beja and Rashaida have come to prominence because their names are 

linked to two armed groups who organized in Eastern Sudan between 1993 

and 2006. But they probably do not make up a majority of the population, if 

demographic accounts of ethnicity are to be taken as a rough guide. The 1993 

census, the last to address ethnicity, found that Beja people made up about 45 

per cent of the population of Kassala state and 6.3 per cent of Gedaref state. 

Eastern Sudan has other signi�cant populations:

•	 Arabic-speaking groups from the Butana area, with pastoralist backgrounds 

that are being reshaped by drought and the commercialization of the agri-

cultural economy, such as the Shukriya group (Sorbo, 1985, p. 100);

•	 Arabic-speaking groups viewed as immigrants because they moved from 

other areas of Sudan in the 19th and 20th centuries. Economic change is 

reshaping their pastoralist traditions; Lahawiyin camel pastoralists are one 

such group (Ahmed-Khalid-Abdalla, 2010, pp. 149 ff.);

•	 Arabic-speaking groups from the northern Nile Valley. Many of these people 

play an important role in bureaucracy and commerce, and the richest of them 

continue to be bene�ciaries of Eastern Sudan’s agricultural transformation, 

although some middle-ranking groups may have lost out because of the 

increased concentration of wealth (Abdel Ati, 2013, p. 11; Miller, 2005, p. 31);

•	 Nubian people from the Aswan Dam area, who were forcibly resettled on 

an irrigated agricultural scheme in New Halfa, Kassala state, in the 1960s 

(Thimm, 1979);

• 	Darfurian people who moved to the area in response to the demand for wage 

labour after the expansion of commercial agriculture in the 1940s. They rep-

resent a constituency for Darfurian and eastern opposition movements (Abdel 

Ati et al., 2011, p. 15; Miller, 2005, p. 31);

•	 Hausa- and Fulani-speaking people from West Africa who moved to Eastern 

Sudan’s labour markets and have used the opportunities in the area to acquire 

education;

• 	Ethiopian and Eritrean people who moved to the area as war refugees dur-

ing the 1960s. Earlier arrivals were from groups with close links to Sudan, 

such as the Beni Amer; later arrivals �ed war and repression in the new state 

of Eritrea. Many early arrivals were absorbed into the agricultural labour force 

(Kibreab, 1996; US State Department, 2006); and

•	 people displaced from wars in South Sudan, Kordofan, Blue Nile, and Darfur.
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supported Iraq’s 1990–91 occupation of Kuwait. The Gulf was an important 

export destination for Rashaida traders whose Arab origins gave them privi-

leged access to Gulf markets. Rashaida pastoralists were able to use this access 

as a means of rebuilding their economy after the droughts of the 1980s, orienting 

their pastoral economy towards international markets.

  During the 1990– 91 Gulf war several hundred migrant Rashaida workers 

fought on the Kuwaiti side, and in return the Kuwaiti government gave 

Rashaida people 400 off-road vehicles that were moved to Sudan and used in 

cross-border trade between Eastern Sudan and Eritrea. Khartoum con�scated 

these vehicles during anti-smuggling campaigns; partly in response, some 

Rashaida leaders established the Rashaida Free Lions and joined the NDA in 

1999 (Bushra, 2005, p. 299; Calkins, 2014, p. 194; Young, 2007, p. 21).

  After 2002 the Eritrean-based opposition groups began to look at the pos-

sibilities of widening their struggle across Sudan. From 2003 the Justice and 

Equality Movement (JEM) established a presence in Eastern Sudan. JEM is 

a Darfurian opposition movement with national aspirations that at the time 

was based on the Chadian–Sudanese border. It signed an agreement with the 

Rashaida Free Lions in 2004 (Free Lions Movement and JEM, 2004). 
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III. Eastern Sudan Peace Agreement of 2006

Negotiating and signing the ESPA
With backing from the United States, the ‘front-line states’ of Ethiopia and 

Eritrea—and to a lesser extent Uganda—helped turn Eastern Sudan’s discon-

tents into armed rebellion after 1995, as the armed wing of the Beja Congress 

joined the NDA, which sought to establish a military presence along the 

Sudanese–Eritrean border. In 1998, when Eritrea and Ethiopia fought a border 

war, support for the Sudanese opposition in Ethiopia and then Eritrea stum-

bled. The momentum behind the armed con�ict in Eastern Sudan slowed, 

but did not stop. Ethiopia began a slow rapprochement with Khartoum while 

Eritrean support for the NDA continued. In Southern Sudan �ghting between 

and within ethnic communities had stalemated progress against the Khartoum 

government, and for the SPLM/A diplomacy and politics began to overshadow 

its national strategy. In the end the ‘war against terror’ and the related oil boom 

that began after 2001 set the tempo for peace. Sudan was afraid that it might 

become a target for US attack, and with East Asian investment it had begun 

exporting oil.

  The Khartoum government and the SPLM/A had been conducting inconclu-

sive peace talks since the early years of the civil war. After 2001 international 

pressure and domestic opportunities pushed both parties to the negotiation table. 

But the government refused to negotiate with the NDA, insisting on dealing 

only with the SPLM/A. In January 2005 it signed the CPA with the SPLM/A; 

this agreement did not explicity address the con�ict in Eastern Sudan. Nor did 

the agreement the government signed with the NDA six months later. The Beja 

Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions presented a memorandum to the NDA 

demanding a separate platform for negotiations on Eastern Sudan. The head 

of the NDA was Muhammad ‘Uthman al-Mirghani, the leader of the Khatmiya 

Su� order and head of the Democratic Unionist Party, which historically had a 

strong presence in Eastern Sudan. In response to the memorandum al-Mirghani 
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communicated to the representatives of the Beja Congress indirectly that ‘Eastern 

Sudan all belonged to the Khatmiya sect’.5 This rebuff led Eastern Sudanese 

movements to the decision to negotiate with the government in a separate forum.6

  Other factors in�uenced the decision. Eritrea, which had hosted opposition 

movements in its territory for more than a decade, decided to re-engage with 

Khartoum. The internal wing of the Beja Congress led a demonstration in Port 

Sudan on 26 January 2005 that called for the organization to be recognized as 

the sole representative of Eastern Sudan in any negotiations. Government secu-

rity forces killed demonstrators, most of whom were Beja, during a further 

protest on 29 January, and this violent repression galvanized opinion in the 

Beja Congress. Calling for a fair share of the country’s new oil wealth, the EF 

(see below) threatened to cut off the pipeline carrying oil from the oil�elds of 

the south to the Red Sea coast. The government had to commit additional troops 

to the east and to arrange conciliatory meetings with traditional Beja leaders 

after the killings, and it moved towards a separate peace deal for Eastern Sudan, 

with the aim of normalizing relations with Eritrea. 7

  In February 2005 the Beja Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions formed the 

EF with support from Eritrea and Darfurian opposition movements. Musa 

Mohamed Ahmed, representing the external wing of the Beja Congress, became 

the president of the EF and Amna Derar from the Beja Congress-Inside (i.e. the 

internal wing) became the vice president. Mabrook Mubarak Salim, head of the 

Rashaida Free Lions, became the secretary general and the Eritrean government 

acted as a mediator.

  In April 2006 the SPLA withdrew from Hameshkoreib and SAF immediately 

reoccupied the territory. The EF and JEM were the only remaining opposition 

forces on the border. Tensions in the EF and the Beja Congress soon emerged. 

The internal wing of the Beja Congress had a broader social base than the 

external wing, which had relatively little representation from Beni Amer 

groups. The Rashaida and Beja peoples had a long history of peaceful coexist-

ence (Salim, 1996, pp. 191–92),8 but tensions over �rst comer/newcomer land 

rights burdened their relationship. According to Salim (1996, p. 191), successive 

governments in Khartoum aggravated these problems by presenting the Beja 

as racists and the Rashaida as being after the Beja’s land, while neither tribe 

had access to ‘�rst class lands’ in or outside the region. Khartoum skilfully 
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aggravated these tensions in order to weaken its EF negotiating partner (Assal 

and Ali, 2007). But it scarcely needed to, given the lack of strong leadership 

and unity in the EF, and the weak capacity of the parties that constituted the 

organization.

Terms of the ESPA
As already noted, the ESPA contained six chapters and six appendices. The 

agreement covered political and governance issues; economic, social, and 

cultural issues; and security arrangements. It also provided for a consultative 

conference on the ESPA. The agreement broadly followed the structure of the 

2005 CPA between the GoS and the SPLM/A and the May 2006 Darfur Peace 

Agreement. In terms of gender issues, it af�rmed the importance of women’s 

participation on an equal and equitable basis at all levels. It also mandated that 

all development programmes should respond to the speci�c needs of women 

(see Section VII, below).

  The chapter on security arrangements required the complete disbandment 

of armed opposition forces within four months of signing the agreement. It 

required no reduction in force strength on the government’s side, although 

Article 88 committed both parties to ensuring that ‘no militia forces or any other 

armed groups exist in Eastern Sudan apart from the SAF’. However, there 

were no measures for disbanding local militias or border guards under the 

authority of tribal nazirs—an oversight that ensured that border areas would 

remain heavily armed. This, by some accounts, has contributed to widespread 

smuggling and human traf�cking in the region.

  The chapter on political arrangements set up a 15-member Coordination 

Council for the three eastern states comprising 12 senior state of�cials (all of 

whom were NCP members at the time) and three EF representatives. While the 

agreement required the allocation of government posts to the EF, at least 100 

of the 120 posts have been at sub-state, local government level.

  The chapter on economic, social, and cultural issues accepted, with some 

imprecision, the principles of the equitable distribution of wealth and respect 

for linguistic and cultural diversity. It also expressed respect for customary land 

rights. The agreement was more precise with respect to the ESRDF, which it 
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established and which required the transfer of USD 600 million to Eastern Sudan 

over a period of �ve years. This money was in addition to new, transparent 

arrangements for both pooling and sharing national revenue through a CPA-

established body, the Fiscal and Financial Allocations Monitoring Commission 

(FFAMC). This body sought to reverse the disinvestment from Sudan’s periph-

eries that followed the �nancial crises of the 1980s and 1990s. In terms of gender-

related issues, the appendix dealing with the ESRDF emphasized the role of 

government and non-governmental organizations in raising awareness of 

reproductive health and mothers’ health. It speci�ed the importance of girls’ 

education and of educating women in rural areas so they can ‘ful�ll their future 

roles’ (Joint Implementation Committee, 2010, p. 72) (see section XII).

  The government also formed the ten-member Joint Committee for the Imple-

mentation of the Eastern Sudan Peace Agreement between the Government 

of Sudan and the Eastern Front (Joint Implementation Committee), with the 

Sudanese �rst vice president as chair, Musa Mohamed Ahmed as vice chair, 

and equal representation from the NCP and EF.

  The Joint Implementation Committee was charged with organizing a con-

sultative conference within 30 days of the signing of the ESPA and inviting 

participants representing political parties, civil society organizations, commer -

cial associations, professionals, businesses, and Sudanese migrants. The ESPA 

mandated the representation of women and youths in the conference. But the 

conference, which was supposed to gather support for the ESPA and to solicit 

the views of stakeholders on its terms, never materialized. Some of the interview-

ees for this research said that the GoS deliberately obstructed the organizing 

of the conference, because it did not want to open up the ESPA for discussion or 

generate pressure for its implementation. Some of the interviewees believed 

it was too late to hold the conference at this stage. Others emphasized the 

importance of holding the conference, with the aims of taking stock of progress 

in implementing the ESPA; soliciting the views of people at the grassroots level 

(including on the issues of democratization, the equal distribution of wealth 

and power, and the way forward); working on reconciliation among ethnic 

groups; and addressing grievances, including the families of those killed in 

the demonstration in January 2005 and ex-combatants who have not received 

their DDR packages. Table 6 indicates the main provisions of the ESPA and 

progress on their implementation as of January 2015. 
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  The reinvestment in Sudan’s states was made possible by oil revenues and 

was required by the CPA. But in these states the new investment was spent 

unevenly. Most went on wages for government personnel—a group that appears 

to have been a major bene�ciary of social investment generated from oil rev-

enues.22 Government personnel recruitment systems sometimes function as a 

means for the state to develop client groups in towns and major settlements.

  The uneven nature of post-2006 social investment is also visible in health 

insurance coverage. The government initiated a health insurance system in 

1994 to compensate for a dramatic disinvestment in public health resulting from 

pressure from international creditors and from the costs of �ghting the civil war. 

By 2004 health insurance only covered 13 per cent of the population (WHO, 

2006, p. 32). In the years after the signing of the CPA and ESPA the govern-

ment sought to extend health insurance, but often targeted it at client groups 

rather than at populations without access to health care. In 2009, 45 per cent, 

30 per cent, and 26 per cent, respectively, of the population of Gedaref, Kassala, 

and Red Sea states were covered by health insurance, but coverage varied dra-

matically among different social groups (see Table 7).

  The government has not made good its ESPA commitments to invest in 

Eastern Sudan, as the following section describes in some detail. Most of the 

resources committed went to national projects—even though Article 79 of the 

agreement explicitly excludes ESRDF funding from being used for national 

Table 7 Health insurance coverage by state and social group, 2009 (%)
S

tate

P
ensioners

U
niversity students

K
halw

a students a

P
oor fam

ilies

Farm
ers

M
artyrs’ fam

ilies
b

P
astoralists

Law
yers

P
ublic sector

Gedaref 69 100 13 96 1 100 0 87 99

Kassala 72 51 17 36 6 100 3 99 100

Red Sea 67 55 0 88 0 96 0 77 100

a Students of the Quran at the khalawi (religious schools) of Shaykh Suleiman Ali Betai.
b Families of government soldiers who have been killed. These families are a key government 

constituency.

Source: CBS (2009, pp. 267–75)
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is a lack of transparency and access to information on the government’s resources 

and expenditure in general and on the ESRDF in particular.24 Even leading mem-

bers of the NCP in Eastern Sudan have criticized the fund.

  The ESRDF launched a number of emergency projects in the areas of water, 

health, education, and road construction. The 282 small projects implemented 

in 2008–09 were distributed among the different states as follows: 52 projects 

in Red Sea state; 132 in Kassala state; and 98 in Gedaref state. The ESRDF 

implemented additional projects using a Chinese grant. These included the 

construction or refurbishing of youth centres, a children’s hospital, and a resi-

dence for medical doctors; the construction of water networks; and the digging 

of wells (Kuwait Fund, 2010, p. 15). The ESRDF is also reportedly implement-

ing other projects with funding from Qatar. These include a road that links 

Sudan and Eritrea (Kuwait Fund, 2010, p. 16).

  Several interviewees insisted that most of the projects that the ESRDF imple-

mented did not re�ect the needs of the people of the areas where they were 

built, but were geared towards building political support (especially for the 

NCP) in particular areas. Others focused on developing the villages of govern-

ment of�cials, such as ministers. For example, the ESRDF built a hospital in 

Ad-Musa, the village of Kassala state’s former minister of the interior and cur -

rent minister of agriculture, Ibrahim Mahmoud. A visit by researchers to the 

hospital during working hours in July 2014 revealed that apart from one medi-

cal assistant and one nutrition specialist, there were no medical staff at the 

hospital. Importantly, there were no patients there either. 25 Ad-Musa was report-

edly the only village that had electricity in the area.

  Empty hospital buildings are not limited to Kassala state. In Port Sudan the 

ESRDF built a large number of healthcare centres, but the state’s Ministry of 

Health did not provide healthcare professionals. As a result, these buildings 

are mostly used as residences for families who are allowed to live in the centres 

in return for guarding them. 26

  Similarly, the ESRDF has built schools in areas where no students are enrolled 

and where the local community had other key concerns, such as access to clean 

water.27 One focus group discussion participant asked, ‘How do you expect 

students to learn when they cannot even �nd drinking water?’ 28 The building 

of these schools has often taken place without preparatory work in communities 
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to sensitize them to the importance and bene�ts of education in general, and 

girls’ education in particular. For example, the ESRDF built a girls’ school in 

Tikyai, which is part of Talkouk district. However, the people in the area still 

view education as unnecessary, especially for girls. They believe that it is suf�-

cient for girls to recite the Quran, which enables them to pray, but that education 

is not a priority. 29

  Abuobaida Duj, the executive director of the ESRDF, admitted in a press 

interview that schools were built in areas where people had low interest in 

education. He said ‘there are areas where students are few. For example, a class 

that has the capacity to accommodate 60 students can have ten.’ He said that 

changing attitudes toward formal education was the responsibility of the state 

governments and ministries of education, however.

  In general, the ESRDF has been accused of underspending on development 

and reconstruction in Eastern Sudan. As of July 2014 the government had 

reportedly not allocated more than USD 124 million to the fund (ICG, 2013, p. 1 ). 

Government of�cials argue, however, that the government has contributed 

additional resources from a Chinese loan and other resources that donors had 

committed to Eastern Sudan, despite the economic crisis that followed the 

secession of Southern Sudan and the loss of 75 per cent of the country’s oil 

resources. Con�ict in the EF also obstructed follow-up and advocacy to ensure 

that funds were properly disbursed each year in the years that followed the 

agreement, they say.30

  The fragmentation of the EF was only one reason for its lack of effective 

follow-up, however. Most of the positions in the ESRDF went to NCP of�cials, 

who control decision making. During the ESPA negotiations the EF and NCP 

agreed that Sudan’s NCP minister of �nance and the national economy should 

chair the fund’s board in order to facilitate the timely disbursal of funds. Other 

members of the board included the governors of the three states of Eastern 

Sudan, the �nance ministers of each state, three EF nominees, and two repre-

sentatives appointed by the president of Sudan. The ESPA (2006, art. 23, para. 

82(b)) stipulates that

The ESRDF shall be run by a professional manager appointed by the President of 

the Republic from a list of nominees presented by the board and a management team 

under him/her composed of quali�ed and experienced people.
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1933: In a deal brokered by the government the Rashaida recognize the pri-

macy of Hadendowa rights to land and water.

1940s: Eastern Sudan is a Second World War battleground for Italian and British 

forces. Several years of famine, possibly linked to agricultural schemes and 

wartime grain needs. 

1950s: New agricultural schemes are set up. Many tenancies on agricultural 

schemes are given to Hadendowa people, but schemes deprive Beja pastoral-

ists of richest grazing lands. M. Ismail’s The Beja Struggle (1953) points to the 

harmful effects of new gold-mining and agricultural schemes on Beja interests. 

Several years of famine in Beja lands, possibly affected by agricultural schemes. 

In Sudan’s �rst parliamentary elections the National Unionist Party, linked to 

the Khatmiya order, wins most seats in Eastern Sudan.

1956: Sudan’s becomes independent from British-Egyptian rule.

1958: The Beja Congress is formed by a group of educated Beja as an alterna-

tive to the Khatmiya/National Unionist Party. It calls for regional autonomy and 

measures to address social and economic problems. Military coup abolishes 

parliamentary system.

1960s: Eritrean refugees begin moving to Sudan, many of them border peoples 

such as the Beni Amer. Forty thousand Nubian people displaced from the 

�ooding caused by the Aswan High Dam are relocated to the Khashm al-Girba 

scheme in the south-western Beja lands.

1965: Parliamentary rule restored. Beja Congress becomes a political party; 

wins ten seats in the national parliament. 

1968: Beja Congress wins three seats in national elections, as the renamed 

Khatmiya-linked Democratic Unionist Party regains political credibility after 

years of division. 

1969: Military rule; all parties are banned. Several Beja leaders ally with the 

new government, and Beja politics shifts towards brokerage of government 

services and attracting development investment. 

1970s: Establishment of al-Rahad agricultural scheme in Gedaref. Water for 

pastoralists is scarcer and they sell herds to farmers. The state follows a policy 

of settling pastoralists. New gold prospecting in Eastern Sudan. 
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1980s: Civil war breaks out in Southern Sudan. Very severe drought aggra-

vated by famine leads to a loss of about 80 per cent of Beja livestock, exposing 

the weakness of the military government’s development policies. Refugees 

move from Ethiopia to Sudan. 

1986: After a brief transitional government, parliamentary rule returns. Beja 

Congress wins one seat in parliamentary elections. Khatmiya-linked Democratic 

Unionist Party wins most seats in Eastern Sudan. Beja Congress moves towards 

alliance with Sudan Rural Solidarity, a coalition of parties from marginal areas 

of Sudan. 

1988–90: Famine and drought. 

1989: Parliamentary government gives Rashaida people a nazir—a chief with 

land rights—but the title is then downgraded. 

1989: Military government takes power in coup; Beja Congress banned. 

1990: National Democratic Alliance (NDA) founded.

1991: Gulf war. Rashaida men go to Kuwait, where there are other Rashaida 

groups, to �ght against the Iraqi invasion. Khartoum supports Iraq. Eritrea 

becomes independent. President al-Bashir reportedly tells Beja representatives 

in Port Sudan that if they want to end their marginalization they must take 

up arms. 

1992: Some Beja groups begin to organize for armed struggle. 

1993: Beja Congress joins the NDA. Eritrea trains Beja Congress �ghters, who 

carry out their �rst—unsuccessful—armed attack. 

1994: Inter-Governmental Authority on Development (IGAD), a regional body, 

sponsors Sudan peace process. 

1995: Beja Congress declares armed struggle. Attempted assassination of Egyp-

tian president Hosni Mubarak in Addis Ababa galvanizes Sudan’s southern 

neighbours into a joint strategy to overthrow the Khartoum government. 

1990s: Government sells Eastern Sudan agricultural schemes to foreign inves-

tors; Osama bin Laden a major investor. Agricultural �nancing mostly managed 

by Islamic banks, which use political criteria in capital allocation. Drought. 

Government gives Rashaida an administration and a rural council. Sudan 

People’s Liberation Army and other NDA forces carry out attacks on roads and 
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infrastructure and the NDA periodically holds territory along the border, in 

Hameshkoreib and Tokar. Government seizes several hundred vehicles belong-

ing to Rashaida cross-border traders.

1998: War between Eritrea and Ethiopia ends regional grand alliance against 

Khartoum government. Sudan backs Ethiopia. Sudan’s new constitution allows 

political parties to form. National Congress Party (NCP) established as the party 

of government. 

1999: Rashaida Free Lions and its armed wing are established. Government 

begins oil production in Southern Sudan and builds an oil pipeline through 

Eastern Sudan. Child mortality in Eastern Sudan is higher than the rest of 

Northern Sudan. 

2000: NDA brie�y captures Kassala and attacks the oil pipeline.

2001: After Eritrea’s war with Ethiopia, Eritrean youths �ee conscription and 

repression to Sudan. 

2002: New round of IGAD peace talks held between the Sudan People’s Lib-

eration Movement (SPLM) and the government in Kenya. A study in Gedaref 

state shows that grazing lands have been reduced from 78 per cent to 19 per cent 

in the previous 60 years. Mechanized farming has experienced a correspond-

ing increase. 

2003: NDA is refused inclusion in IGAD talks. Insurgency spreads in Darfur; 

some Darfurian rebels move to Eastern Sudan. Government commits troops 

to Eastern Sudan while simultaneously �ghting insurgencies in the South 

and Darfur. 

2004: NDA begins separate talks with the government; both the Beja Congress 

and Rashaida Free Lions withdraw from the talks. Drought in Kassala. The 

government’s Zakat Chamber says poverty rates in Eastern Sudan are around 

85 per cent. 

2005: Government signs Comprehensive Peace Agreement with SPLM. Security 

forces kill over 20 protesters in Port Sudan who were calling for recognition of 

the Beja Congress. The Beja Congress and Rashaida Free Lions form the Eastern 

Front (EF) in Asmara at a meeting attended by a range of Eastern Sudanese 

political groups. The NDA signs the Cairo Agreement with the government. 
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