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SOUTH SUDAN CRISIS: ONE YEAR ON 
 

By Comboni Missionaries South Sudan 

 

Juba, 25 November 2014. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

On 15 December 2014 will be one year since conflicts broke out in South Sudan following a political 

crisis and power struggle within the governing party (SPLM) leading the world’s youngest nation to a 

violent civil war. What impacts has this yearlong brutal conflict made on the country as a whole? 

How has the International Community responded to this crisis? Have the peace talks and all efforts to 

mediate a peaceful resolution between the Government of the Republic of South Sudan and the 

SPLM/A in Opposition been successful at all? What is the prospectus of peace, reconciliation and 

development in South Sudan?   

 

 

1. The war’s negative impacts on the country 

 

The yearlong conflict in South Sudan has been brutal and made a negative impact on many aspects of 

life. Thousands of people, including a large number of civilians, have been killed, raped and beaten. 

Homes and entire villages have been torched. Communities and families have been set apart. The 

ongoing conflict has forced people to a massive displacement. According to United Nations Office 

for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) in South Sudan, over 1.91 million people 

have been displaced since the conflicts began last December. About 1.44 million people have become 

internally displaced and over 470.000 people have fled to neighbouring countries.  

 

Moreover, over 100.000 people are held in at least ten Protection of Civilians (PoC) sites across the 

country, especially in Juba, Bor, Malakal and Bentiu, under the protection of the United Nations 

Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS). Other organisations and churches have been providing the 

Internally Displaced Persons (IDP’s) with shelter, food, health care, education, counselling, hygiene 

items and pastoral assistance.   

 

This year old conflict has also left a large number of casualties. According to a recent media report, 

“the number of government soldiers killed or wounded in South Sudan’s ongoing civil war is more 

than 20.000”. It is not clear if losses on the side of the SPLA in Opposition are recorded. It is also 

believed to be high. No one knows how many civilians have lost their lives in this conflict. Some 

argue, however, that the number of those who have died altogether may reach 50.000 people. This 

would include those who have died of hunger.  

 

Education, especially in Unity, Jonglei and Upper Nile states, the area that has become known as the 

war zone, has had a very negative impact. Schools have been closed and teacher’s salary withheld. 

Thankfully some schools have resumed activities while many remain closed. Media reports also 

indicate that many students were forced to leave school and join military activities.  
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Another aspect of public life that has been negatively affected is the health sector. People’s health in 

the IDP’s camps and war affected areas had deteriorated, especially over the rainy season. Lack of 

food and clean water, led the cases of malnutrition to increase. Also, an outbreak of cholera and other 

deceases has occurred. However, thanks to food distribution and the access of health workers to the 

conflict zone and IDP’s camps, the health situation has considerably improved. 

 

Food insecurity has also become a major concern. Because of the conflicts and people’s 

displacements, agriculture and livestock have been severely affected. Most people have not been able 

to cultivate over the rainy season and they do not have enough crops production to eat over the 

coming dry season. They will rely entirely on food relief. United Nations agencies and other 

organisations have warned of a possible famine should the conflicts continue.  

 

Moreover, the country’s economy has also been badly affected. Oil still plays a vital role in the 

economy of the country and represents about 98% of income. The oil production at this point of the 

conflict is said to have declined by almost 50%. On top of that, the country is currently facing a fuel 

shortage. Other aspects of economy such as inflation and unemployment remain high. The country 

imports most commodities and other goods and their prices have risen. The same is true for some 

basic services.  

 

Another negative aspect of this ongoing conflict is the gross violation of human rights. According to 

international human right groups, “extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, rape and other acts 

of sexual violence, arbitrary arrests and detention, targeted attacks against civilians not taking part in 

hostilities, violence aimed at spreading terror among the civilian population and attacks on hospitals” 

would have been carried out by both government and opposition forces. 

 

Besides this, both sides of the conflict have been accused of recruiting boys under the age of eighteen 

(child soldier) to join fighting forces. The United Nations “estimates that there are 11.000 children 

serving in both government and opposition armies” and that the “recruitment of children in South 

Sudan's on-going civil war still continues”.  

 

The conflict has also increased the number of armed groups operating in South Sudan. Besides the 

deployment of the Ugandan army to support the government at this war, some Sudanese rebels have 

been reported to be backing both sides of the conflict. Also, “ethnically-based armed groups, such as 

the Nuer white army, have flourished and joined the fighting”. All this has created a highly 

militarized environment and a wide spread insecurity in some parts of the country.  

 

Not the entire country, however, has been engaged in violence. There is a large area, including the 

capital Juba, which remains relatively calm. In this area life goes on as usual. People from this part of 

the country certainly do not agree with the war, but seem not to be willing to join any fighting as if 

they would consider the on-going war a business between two tribes (Dinka and Nuer), while some 

other people would think it is a war between Nuer and the government of South Sudan.  

 

In Juba, a National Security Bill was passed on 6 October 2014. While this Bill was welcomed as an 

attempt to regulate the security sector, it has also been heavily criticised, especially by human rights 

groups. Some say it grants absolute powers to arrest, detain or seize private property. Before the Bill 

was passed, however, some journalists had been arrested, radio stations closed down and newspapers 

seized. They would have been accused of broadcasting information that would be in the interest of the 
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SPLA in Opposition. One of the closed media houses was Bakhita Radio, which belongs to the 

Archdiocese of Juba.  

 

 

3. Positive responses to the crisis 

 

The International Community has strongly condemned the war, the killing of civilians and violation 

of human rights. It has also been very supportive of the peace talks. From day one of the conflict, 

UNMISS has positively responded to thousands of war affected people who sought refuge at the UN 

sites. Other organisations and churches have been sharing food, shelter and offering health care, 

education and other kinds of assistance.  

 

The Catholic Church in South Sudan has once again proved to be a mother to all. South Sudan 

Bishop’s Conference has addressed the Church and the entire nation with some statements in 

solidarity with the victims of this conflict, to condemn the war and violence, to urge the nation’s 

leaders to solve their differences and conflicts through dialogue, to call all to forgive one another, and 

to seek reconciliation, justice and peace.  

 

Besides this, leaders of the churches in South Sudan had offered themselves to be mediators of the 

conflict, but they were only invited to join the peace talks in May when a landmark cease-fire was 

signed. Churches have been leading prayers for peace and reconciliation. At the same time, some 

Religious Congregations, missionaries and other church personnel have been a presence of solidarity 

and hope to people in the war zone and at the IDPs camps with their prayers and some other forms of 

help.   

 

The Catholic Diocese of Malakal is one of the most affected institutions in the war zone. Almost all 

the church personnel (bishops, priests, religious and catechists) were forced to flee their homes. 

Churches, schools, vocational training centre, radio stations and hospitals, as well as the residences of 

the missionaries and parish houses, were completely looted and partially destroyed. Fortunately no 

church personnel of the diocese were killed. However, leaders from other Christian denominations 

and from other religions have lost their lives. Despite this, after the singing of the cease-fire in May, a 

good number of priests and religious sisters and brothers have resumed some of their activities in the 

Diocese of Malakal as well as in the IDPs camps, although some priests, the Apostolic Administrator 

and the Emeritus Bishop of the Diocese still remain displaced in Juba.  

 

In April 2013 the government of South Sudan formed the Committee for National Healing, Peace and 

Reconciliation. This committee is chaired by Archbishop Daniel Deng Bul (Episcopal Church) and 

by Bishop Emeritus Paride Taban (Catholic Church). In October 2014 the CNHPR held an intensive 

four-week training entitled ‘A Step Together: Shared Journeys of Listening and Dialogue’, which 

brought together more than 80 community and faith-based practitioners from across South Sudan to 

share their knowledge and experiences with each other. In the same perspective, a National Platform 

for Peace and Reconciliation (NPPR) was launched earlier on 5 April 2014. Through this platform the 

voices of ordinary people are expected to be taken into account as they continue searching for peace 

and reconciliation in South Sudan from the grassroots levels.  

 

The Comboni Missionaries in South Sudan have also positively responded to the current crisis. 

Besides their presence of solidarity among people in the war affected zone and at Juba IDP’s camps, 



4 

 

an emergency fund has been created to support those in need. Thanks to this fund many people in war 

areas and in the IDP’s camps have received some food and non food items, youth have joined peace 

sport tournaments and the communities at large have been pastorally assisted.  

 

 

3. The peace talks and efforts to mediate a peaceful resolution 

 

The Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), a block of regional countries, has been 

leading the peace talks since the beginning of the crisis. The first cease-fire agreement was signed on 

26 January and unfortunately broken soon afterwards. From February onwards violence increased in 

various places with heavy casualties. Thankfully, a change in this violent scenario took place after the 

signing of the ‘Agreement to Resolve the Crisis in South Sudan’ on 9 May 2014 in Addis Ababa, 

Ethiopia.  

 

With this landmark peace agreement the two warring parties represented by President Salva Kiir and 

former vice-President Dr. Riek Machar, agreed to immediately cease all hostile activities within 

twenty for hours of the signing. They also agreed that a transitional government of national unity 

would offer the best chance for the people of South Sudan to take the country forward. A month on 

the signing of the ‘Agreement to Resolve the Crisis in South Sudan’, on 10 June 2014, IGAD 

“commended the warring parties to be committed to expedite and complete dialogue on the formation 

of a transitional government of national unity within sixty (60) days as well as to ensure unhindered 

humanitarian support to affected people with immediate effect”.  

 

On 25 August a ‘Protocol on Agreed Principles on Transitional Arrangements Towards Resolution of 

the Crisis in South Sudan’ was signed by the warring parties and stakeholders. Peace talks resumed 

on 22 September this time in Bahir Dar, Ethiopia. The talks were expected to focus on mapping out 

the details of a transitional government of national unity for South Sudan. Another round of peace 

talks took place in October and finally, on 9 November, the Government of the Republic of South 

Sudan and the SPLM/A in Opposition signed the ‘Implementation Matrix and Detailed Timetable to 

Implement the Cessation of Hostilities Agreement’ in South Sudan. It was a vital step to bring the 

war in South Sudan to an end. Warring parties expressed their confidence that the war will be brought 

to an end soon. Another round of peace talk is expected to take place soon.  

 

Despite progress in the peace talks, some people remain sceptical that any peace agreement will be 

respected and implemented. It is true that the ten months of peace talks in Ethiopia have been unable 

to stop the fighting. In fact, there are reports of recent fighting in different places of the war zone. 

There are also those who believe that “both government and opposition have been increasing their 

weaponry and as the dry season draws close war may be resumed”. However, the Intergovernmental 

Authority on Development (IGAD), the International community, churches, civil society and other 

stakeholders have been urging the warring parties and putting pressure on them to reach a 

compromise deal at the peace talks and bring the conflict to an end.   

 

Also, in an attempt to stop the bloody conflict in South Sudan, the United States, last May, imposed 

some economic sanctions against combatants in the fighting in South Sudan. In July, the European 

Union announced that it would also “impose targeted sanctions against individuals obstructing the 

South Sudanese peace process”. Likewise, during a visit to South Sudan last August, the United 
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Nations Security Council reiterated that it was “ready to impose sanctions against anyone who 

undermines the ongoing peace talks to stop the conflict”.  

 

 

3. The situation of the Comboni Missions in the war affected zone 

 

a) Leer mission 

Leer mission in Unity state is located in the war zone and was suspended on 20 February 2014 after 

the mission had been looted by both SPLA in Opposition and SPLA forces. The five Comboni 

Missionaries and four Comboni Missionaries Sisters who had been working there were forced to 

spend eighteen days in the bush and had later to be evacuated due to insecurity. The area has been 

under the control of the Opposition forces since April 2014 and remains relatively calm. The 

Comboni Missionaries have resumed some of their missionary activities in Leer since the end of July. 

There are currently four missionaries working there. Besides their presence of solidarity with the war 

affected population of Leer, they have also been supporting them with the distribution of food and no 

food items, fishing hooks and nets, hygiene items, clothes and other items. The residence of the 

missionaries and the church facilities have also become the home of some war displaced families. 

Some organisations have been operating in the area assisting the population with food, health care, 

farming and sanitation.  

 

b) Old Fangak mission 

Old Fangak is mission is located in Jonglei state in South Sudan’s war zone. There are currently three 

Comboni missionaries working in old Fangak. It has been relatively calm. However, recently some 

incidents have occurred. Government forces are reported to have shelled in Phoam. Fangak has 

received about 2.000 people who fled Phoam and about 10.000 displaced from Phoam have settled 

along Zeraf River. Some individuals of the government forces are reported to have created 

disturbances in Bap, Tambuong and Kuerkan. Homes were torched and cattle killed. Most people 

were able to flee, but unfortunately some got killed. SPLA in Opposition has not answered the attacks 

and the situation is now calm. There are currently some humanitarian agencies operating in Fangak. 

A local clinic has been treating the war wounds and other patients. Local communities made an effort 

to keep the Primary School running. The Comboni Missionaries and Jonglei’s state government made 

it possible for 45 youth to sit for the Primary Leaving Certificate. Despite the difficult situation, there 

is much hope for peace and people’s expectations are that South Sudan will not fall down the slope of 

hatred and madness.   

 

c) Ayod mission 

Ayod mission is also located in Jonglei state and, as Leer and Old Fangak, falls under the Diocese of 

Malakal in the war zone. There were two Comboni missionaries working in Ayod. Last April, 

however, Ayod was captured by government forces and the entire population had to flee. The two 

missionaries fled with the community and settled in Mogok. There they have been pastorally assisting 

the local and nearby communities and running a war emergency school. Mogok remains relatively 

calm. 

 

 

 


