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Executive Summary 
 
As the humanitarian catastrophe in 
Darfur gradually improves, the prospects 
for a sustainable peace depend 
increasingly on the negotiating table and 
resolving the political conflict at the 
heart of Sudan�s latest nightmare. 
 
The key players in this political process 
are the Sudanese government and the 
Darfur resistance movements. It will be 
primarily their choices that determine 
whether �Never Again� shall be a pledge 
broken once again in Sudan.  
 
A Knowledge Gap and a Lack of 
Constructive Engagement 
 
Yet disturbingly little is known about the 
resistance movements. Reports of 
internal splits and disunity have fed a 
cynical assessment of their capacity, and 
a concern that they are liabilities in the 
search for peace, but few international 
actors have pursued the knowledge and 
engagement necessary to develop a 
constructive response.  
 
This report is an attempt to fill some of 
that knowledge gap, as well as provide 
recommendations for a constructive 
engagement with the Darfur resistance. 
It is based on a 5 week mission by a Res 
Publica team to Eritrea, Ethiopia, Chad, 
North Darfur, Jebel Marra and South 
Darfur, hosted throughout by resistance 
leadership.  
 
Who They Are 
 
The only noteworthy resistance 
movements are the Sudan Liberation 
Army/Movement (SLA/M) and the 
Justice and Equality Movement (JEM). 
Of these two, however, the SLA/M is by 

far the largest and most popular, and the 
only group to hold substantial territory in 
Darfur and represent a broad multi-
ethnic base of support.  
 
The SLA/M was founded in late 2002 by 
a small group of young men from a 
number of Darfur�s African tribes, who 
had little political or military experience. 
The largest tribes represented were the 
Zaghawa and the Fur, but Massalit, 
Tunjur and Dajo also came to claim 
substantial membership in the group. 
The JEM, by contrast, hail almost 
exclusively from a small sub-group of 
the Zaghawa tribe, called the Kobe. It 
was founded by a group of Kobe 
intellectuals and officials linked to 
Hassan Turabi, the ideologist of Sudan�s 
Islamic Revolution, who fell out with the 
Sudanese regime in 2000. 
 
The SLA/M are strongly unified behind 
a modernist, secular, liberal-democratic 
ideology. They emphasize the concept of 
a �New Sudan�: a nation that rejects the 
current regime�s toxic mix of racial and 
religious supremacy, and embraces 
respect for all of Sudan�s diverse peoples 
and cultures. The JEM are also 
advocates of democracy and inclusion 
for Sudan�s marginalized peoples, but 
disagree with the SLA/M over whether 
the state should be secular, and whether 
Muslim regions such as Darfur should 
have the choice of maintaining Sharia 
law.  
 
Political Disunity 
 
Both groups have dealt with internal 
disunity. The JEM has suffered the worst 
of these problems, and the group has 
split twice. This is due in large part to an 
active campaign by the government of 
Chad to break up the group, as it fears 
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the power of the Kobe minority in Chad. 
The SLA/M has maintained its official 
unity, but has suffered a serious 
personality conflict among its top two 
leaders, a conflict which has stoked 
some tribal tensions within the group. 
However, we found these tensions to be 
more present among the international 
political cadres than among commanders 
on the ground or civilians who support 
the movement. All members of the 
SLA/M agree that an inclusive 
leadership conference is needed to 
resolve these difficulties. At the time of 
writing, discussions are ongoing as to 
the date, location and agenda of this 
conference.   
 
In addition, limited conflict between the 
JEM and SLA/M has also broken out in 
Darfur. This has been due to a mix of 
growing tensions over territorial control, 
ideological differences, and possibly to 
the ongoing machinations of the Chadian 
government.  
 
Military Structure and Culture 
 
The SLA has achieved spectacular 
military success in the last two years, 
and controls a large part of Darfur 
ranging from much of North Darfur, to 
Eastern Jebel Marra, to much of the 
countryside in South Darfur and the 
Kordofan border, as well as pockets of 
territory in West Darfur. The JEM holds 
a small pocket of territory near the 
Chadian border and the town of Tine. 
We were impressed with the scale and 
organization of the SLA, which appeared 
to have at least ten thousand fighters 
who were well organized to patrol and 
control its territory, as well as substantial 
heavy and anti-aircraft weaponry. Its 
weapons and supplies were almost all 
captured from the government, 

purchased on the black market or 
provided by the civilian population; 
funds were raised from the Darfurian 
diaspora. It appeared to receive very 
little foreign support.  
 
The culture of the SLA is decidedly un-
military, and the group appears to have 
maintained the civilian culture of the 
tribes from which it was formed. The 
fighting force is voluntary and extremely 
egalitarian. Commanders are largely 
selected on merit by their men, exhibit 
very little hierarchy, and enjoy 
substantial autonomy vis a vis the group 
leadership. Like tribal leaders, the 
commanders see themselves as having 
the right to elect their leaders 
democratically and hold them to 
account.  
 
We were extremely attentive to relations 
between the SLA/M and civilians, and 
found them to be very good. Civilians 
we interviewed, who were almost all 
from Black African tribes, generally 
claim the SLA as their own, and we 
were unable to uncover evidence of 
abuse or exploitation. African Union and 
human rights officials we interviewed 
reported that SLA abuses of Arab 
civilians were isolated affairs and neither 
systematic nor widespread. SLA 
members we interviewed blamed the 
central government almost entirely for 
the conflict in Darfur, and almost never 
expressed ethnic animosity for the Arab 
tribes of Darfur, many of whom have 
remained non-aligned. We even met 
with a few Arab commanders within the 
SLA.  
 
The International Community and the 
Darfur Resistance 
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While the international community has 
devoted a great deal of attention to 
Darfur, and mounted a strong 
humanitarian aid effort, it has taken little 
effective action to provide security for 
Darfur�s targeted peoples. Khartoum has 
led a dedicated cadre of its African 
neighbours to limit the effectiveness of 
the African Union in responding to the 
crisis, and Darfurians are deeply 
suspicious of the AU�s role. The United 
States has played a complicated and 
half-hearted game in which it has barked 
more than bitten for Darfur, and the UN 
has consistently failed to enact 
meaningful sanctions or fulfill its 
responsibility to protect. The Chadian 
government, originally selected as a 
mediator, has behaved more like a party 
to the conflict, and there is a possibility 
that the conflict in Darfur will spark a 
civil war in Chad.. 
 
In addition, with the exception of a 
handful of NGOs, American diplomats, 
and politicians, the international 
community has all but ignored the 
Darfur resistance, which has been, 
arguably, the only actor to take serious 
steps on the ground to fulfill the 
international responsibility to protect. 
Governments, International 
Organizations, and NGOs operate within 
a legal and institutional structure that 
naturally discourages contact with non-
state armed groups. They also know that 
making such contact will displease the 
Sudanese government. But the statist 
bias that often prefers relations with 
brutal and illegitimate governments over 
relations with even the most legitimate 
rebel movements becomes absurd when 
applied to a resistance movement 
struggling to confront a genocidal 
government. It is time for a constructive 

international engagement with the 
SLA/M and the JEM.  
 
Such an engagement should focus on 
ensuring that international advocacy and 
the negotiating positions of the SLM are 
aligned to achieve a New Sudan. As the 
struggle for a New Sudan shifts from the 
battlefield to the negotiating table and 
the media, the international community 
should also focus on building the 
capacity of the Darfur resistance to go 
toe-to-toe with Khartoum�s seasoned 
operatives and negotiators and its highly 
paid American public relations firms. In 
our consultations, we have identified 
three distinct capacity building needs 
and developed initial plans to meet them. 
While some pioneering international 
NGOs have gone part of the way to 
meeting these needs, much remains to be 
done to help the Resistance negotiate 
effectively, build internal unity and 
administrative structures, and 
communicate its message to the world.  
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Recommendations to the International 
Community 
 
On Engaging the Darfur Resistance: 
 

! Hold meaningful discussions 
with the SLA/M and JEM 
leadership to explore 
opportunities for 
constructive engagement. 

  
! Provide funding for the SLM 

leadership conference.  
 

! Develop an ad-hoc group of 
�International Friends of the 
SLM� to create an 
ombudsman/co-facilitator 
role in the SLM leadership 
conference, ensuring the 
conference is inclusive and 
fair.  

 
! Provide a skilled, full-time, 

behind the scenes advisor for 
the SLA/M and JEM at the 
peace negotiations in Abuja.  

 
! Support an independent 

NGO trusted by the SLA/M 
and JEM to provide capacity 
building workshops on 
administration, organization 
and management.  

 
! Support an NGO, 

government or public 
relations firm to provide on 
the job training and team 
development to the SLA/M 
and JEM communications 
teams. 

 
! Align international pressure 

and advocacy with SLA/M 
demands for a �New Sudan� 
and an expansion of the 
principles of the Navaisha 
peace agreement to all the 
marginalized peoples of 
Sudan.  

 
! When the resistance groups 

are ready, welcome a public 
international tour by 
movement leadership to 
bring their message to the 
public and elected officials.  

 
Related Recommendations: 
 
! The ICC should begin its 

outreach efforts in earnest, 
pursue indictments as quickly 
as possible, and regard peace 
and justice in Darfur as 
wholly complementary. 

 
! Darfur activists should ensure 

that their advocacy is not 
limited to humanitarian and 
peacekeeping issues, but also 
addresses the peace talks and 
the need for long term 
political change.   
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Introduction  
 
The impetus for this report came from a 
growing concern in the international 
community that issues of unity and 
capacity might hamper the ability of the 
SLA/M and the JEM to play a 
maximally effective role in bringing a 
just peace to Sudan. Alongside this 
concern was a recognition that relatively 
little was known by most international 
actors about these groups. Our mission 
comprised two purposes:  
 
a) To increase international 
understanding of the Darfur resistance 
movements 
b) To assess and make recommendations 
on capacity building for these groups  
 
The report summarizes Res Publica�s 
findings from a 5 week mission to 
Eritrea, Ethiopia, Chad, and Sudan in 
May and June, 2005. During this time, 
we interviewed well over 100 members 
of the SLA and the JEM, and also met 
with AU officials, diplomats, academics, 
and members of the Sudanese opposition 
alliance. We spent over 2 weeks inside 
Darfur, traveling to North Darfur, Jebel 
Marra, and South Darfur, escorted 
throughout by the SLA and JEM. Given 
the much greater size and importance of 
the SLA/M, we chose to focus most of 
our research on the SLA/M. The 
research team was composed of two 
professionals in peace and security and 
international law with experience in 
conflict zones in several countries, as 
well as a track record of engaging non-
state actors in Sierra Leone, Liberia and 
Afghanistan.  
 
We were encouraged by several senior 
staff members of international 
organizations to undertake this project, 

many of whom felt constrained by their 
institutional mandates from doing 
similar work. In undertaking a project 
that many United Nations and 
international NGO staff could not, Res 
Publica has been conscious of seeking to 
redress a structural problem in 
international relations of statist bias. 
Non-state actors are crucial players in 
the protection of civilians, peace 
negotiations, and the administration of 
their occupied territories. Yet 
international organizations, both 
governmental and non-governmental, are 
often unwilling to engage these groups 
for legal or political reasons. This kind 
of isolation can persist even when the 
balance of justice, legitimacy and 
popular support lies heavily with the 
non-state actor.  
 
That being said, the members of our 
team have engaged with some of the 
worst non-state actors in the world, 
including rebel groups in Sierra Leone 
and Liberia, and Afghan warlords. While 
we strove for objectivity, we certainly 
approached the project with a skepticism 
of the SLM and JEM that often rankled 
our interlocutors. Our largely positive 
findings reflect not an original bias or a 
desire to romanticize, but the honest 
results of a tough analysis.  
 
While we endeavored to be as thorough 
and comprehensive as possible, studying 
the movements presented several 
challenges. One of the greatest of these 
was the geographical distances and 
logistical difficulties separating different 
components of the group with different 
perspectives. Secondly, the SLA in 
particular has not had much contact with 
or help from the international 
community, and we faced the challenge 
of building trust with each new 
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component of the rather decentralized 
group we encountered. Finally, there is 
relatively little academic or authoritative 
literature on the material dealt with in 
this report, so information can only be 
checked through multiple sourcing. 
Given these challenges, we have tried to 
present the most accurate picture 
possible.  
 
Res Publica has been advocating on 
Sudan since early 2004, when it built the 
first Darfur-focused activist campaign 
and website at www.darfurgenocide.org. 
The campaign has since grown to 35,000 
members, organized thousands of hunger 
strikers and die-in protesters, and sent 
tens of thousands of messages to 
political leaders.  
 
Background: Why They Fight 
 
Marginalization and Systematic 
Underdevelopment 
 
Movement members speak of discontent 
in Darfur since Sudanese independence 
in 1956. Until annexation by the British 
in 1916, Darfur had been an independent 
state and Sultanate for centuries. 
However the post-colonial Sudanese 
government was from the start 
dominated by three Nile-based, northern 
tribes that are colloquially known to 
Darfurians as the �Jellaba�.1 Darfurians 
cite a pattern of systematic 
marginalization by the Jellaba, in which 
Darfur was consciously kept poor and 

                                                
1 The tribes are the Shaggir, Daggir and the 
Denagla. �Jellaba� literally means merchant, but 
is slightly derogatory since it insinuates foreign 
ancestry. These groups have hegemonic 
economic power in modern Sudan, as well as 
complete control over the central government. 
Darfurians sometimes cite an attitude of 
maddening superiority among these groups 
towards marginalized communities.  

underdeveloped, and Darfurians 
excluded from jobs in Khartoum, in 
order to maintain the post-independence 
power relations. Infamous stories are 
cited, such as the failure of the central 
government to build a functional road 
between Khartoum and any city in 
landlocked and isolated Darfur. SLM 
and JEM members speak of Darfurians 
as �second class citizens� in the old 
Sudan, and stress their desire for 
political equality. Despite this 
disaffection, there was no strong support 
in Darfur for the rebels in South Sudan 
for decades, and Jellaba-led political 
parties received many votes in Darfur in 
the 1980s.  
 
Racial Supremacy  
 
The crisis of marginalization for �Black� 
Africans in Darfur intensified as the 
Jellaba embraced an increasingly strong 
Arabism in the 1980s. Libyan leader 
Muammar Ghaddafi recruited Arab and 
Islamic fighters to attack the black 
African led government of Chad in 
1986, a move which both flooded Darfur 
with cheap weapons and empowered 
particular groups of nomadic Arabs who 
would later form part of the Janjaweed 
militias.    
 
Many Darfurians saw this move by 
Ghaddafi as part of a larger campaign to 
purge African blacks from sub-Saharan 
Africa and create a larger Arab Sahelian 
homeland. They also saw a shift of the 
central government in Khartoum towards 
this agenda, which led it to begin 
promoting conflict between Arabs and 
Blacks in Darfur. For centuries Arab 
nomads and Black farmers in the South, 
and Arab and Black nomads in the 
North, had coexisted on the same land. 
They had careful arrangements about 
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land usage, passage, and trading. There 
were frequent conflicts over these issues, 
but tribal and local government 
reconciliation and justice mechanisms 
were largely effective in resolving most 
of them.  
 
The impartial guarantor of these 
mechanisms was the central government 
in Khartoum and the Darfur provincial 
governments. However, many 
responsible local government leaders 
were replaced by the central government 
in the 1980s and 90s with less impartial 
figures. As local government became 
more Arab-biased, conflict resolution 
mechanisms broke down, and the seeds 
of an ethnic conflict were sown. A 
vicious early burst of this conflict 
occurred in 1986, when thousands were 
killed in fighting between Blacks and 
Arabs.2  It is important to note, however, 
that despite these efforts to promote 
ethnic conflict, the large majority of 
Arab tribes still have not joined in the 
conflict, and almost all the members of 
the SLM and JEM we met with stressed 
that their conflict was not with an ethnic 
group but with the divisive and 
oppressive policies of the central 
government.  
 

                                                
2 �Blacks� and �Arabs� are not completely well 
defined groups in Darfur, and identity is 
enormously complex �   see Alex de Waal, 
�Who Are the Darfurians�, available at 
http://www.justiceafrica.org/the_darfurians.htm 
The Darfurian identity was for centuries stronger 
than any racial identity and tribal identities today 
remain much stronger than racial identities. 
There are many groups who are on the margins 
of each racial group. Also, it is often difficult if 
impossible to tell members of each racial group 
apart. Despite all this, there are many individuals 
and groups in Darfur who clearly identify with a 
racial group, and Khartoum�s racialized politics 
have succeeded in sharpening this distinction, 
and increasing the antipathy among groups.  

A Human Rights Crisis 
 
Darfur�s crisis of marginalization 
intensified in 1990, when the National 
Islamic Front overthrew the 
democratically elected government of 
Sadiq al Mahdi. The NIF instituted 
Sharia law and brought an Islamic 
fundamentalism that was alien to many 
Darfurians. In Sudan as a whole the 
dominant form of Islam is moderate 
Sufism, and in Darfur an even more 
moderate form of Islam is traditional, 
which accommodates the persistence of 
many tribal belief systems as well as 
such liberal practices as drinking Marisa, 
a popular alcoholic drink.  
 
Even more serious, however, the decay 
of security, justice and rights for 
Darfurians continued. As climate change 
and steady desertification created 
increasing pressures for land and 
resources, the central government 
increasingly overlooked or actually 
promoted human rights violations and 
small scale ethnic cleansings of blacks. 
After the southern SPLA rebels 
attempted to make inroads into Darfur in 
1992, Khartoum�s insecurity in the 
region increased. The split between 
Hassan Turabi�s Islamic fundamentalists 
and the NIF government in 2000 
removed one of the last voices of 
Northern inclusiveness from the 
Khartoum regime, and a campaign of 
low level ethnic cleansing and violence 
increased.  
 
Origins and History of the Movements 
 
The Darfur resistance movements have 
many founding fathers. Since 
discussions of rebellion went on 
throughout the �90s in places from Cairo 
to London to Jebel Marra, many will 
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claim a hand in their genesis. One 
widely recognized personality is Dr. 
Sherif Harir, a prominent Darfurian who 
left Sudan to go into exile when the NIF 
government took power in 1990. Harir, 
co-founded the Federal Democratic 
Alliance, an opposition party headed by 
a former Governor of Darfur, Ahmed 
Ibrahim Diraige. Harir and Diraige 
godfathered many of the early 
discussions of rebellion, and the FDA 
had a very small number of troops 
operating in Eastern Sudan alongside the 
Beja Congress rebels.3  
 
While exiles plotted, escalating injustice 
and ethnic warfare in Darfur saw more 
and more young men organized to 
protect their animals and lands. These 
young men say they frequently appealed 
to political leaders like Harir and Diraige 
to start a large scale rebellion, but that 
these older generation leaders wanted to 
wait, and were concerned about the 
viciousness of Khartoum�s response, and 
its potential impact on civilians. In 2002, 
a small group of young men in North 
Darfur, led by Abdullah Abakr and 
Minni Minawi, decided to begin an open 
rebellion against the central government. 
They began with small attacks to capture 
weapons, but were encouraged by 
political leaders to move south to the 
more defensible terrain of the Jebel 
Marra mountains, and to link up with 
groups in South and West Darfur.  
 
This move to Jebel Marra represented an 
attempt to form an inter-tribal rebellion. 
Abakr and Minnawi were both from the 
Zaghawa tribe of North Darfur, a 

                                                
3 FDA�s choice of operating in Eastern Sudan 
was dictated by its basing in Eritrea, which 
borders Eastern Sudan. Eritrea was one of the 
few neighbouring governments which actively 
opposed the NIF regime.  

traditionally militarized, partially 
nomadic tribe which had defeated the 
government of Hissene Habre in Chad in 
the early 1990s. Jebel Marra was 
predominantly populated by the largest 
tribe in Darfur, the Fur. The earliest 
armed struggle in Darfur had begun 
amidst the Fur in 1992, led by Daoud 
Bolad. Bolad was armed and instigated 
by the Southern SPLA rebels. Many of 
his fighters were also southern rebels, 
but he also had support from some 
fellow Darfurians. However Bolad�s 
invasion was destroyed by Khartoum, 
with the help of elements of the Fur tribe 
who opposed him.  
 
The convergence in Jebel Marra in 2002 
of Zaghawa fighters from the North and 
elements of Fur resistance represented 
the clearest foundational moment of the 
Sudan Liberation Army. Initially called 
the Darfur Liberation Front, many SLA 
members speak of the �first fifteen� 
commanders who came together in Jebel 
Marra. These commanders included 
Abakr and Minnawi, as well as 
Commanders Jiddo, Salabob and Hagar 
from the Zaghawa tribe, and 
Commander Torrada from the Fur tribe, 
as well as others from the Massalit and 
Tunjur tribes. Abdel Wahid, a young Fur 
lawyer living in South Darfur, stayed in 
touch from a distance, before he was 
jailed by the Sudan government on 
suspicion of being involved in the 
rebellion. The Darfur Liberation Front 
was declared by this group in late 2002, 
and began attacks in Jebel Marra. A few 
months later, on the advice of John 
Garang from the SPLA, the name was 
changed to the Sudan Liberation Army 
to avoid confusion about separatist 
intentions. Garang provided some early 
support, including weapons, but did not 
send troops to join the nascent rebellion.  
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The Rebellion Moves North 
 
The SLA adopted small hit-and-run 
attacks on government outposts in Jebel 
Marra, aiming to capture weapons and 
supplies. After a few small attacks, 
Khartoum put pressure on local Fur 
tribal leaders to resist the SLA. The 
pressure was successful, and without a 
local support base the SLA was forced to 
leave Jebel Marra and go north. North 
Darfur was dominated by the Zaghawa 
tribe, which was more supportive of 
armed resistance to Khartoum. A series 
of successful attacks in North Darfur 
gained the SLA a number of government 
vehicles, mostly Toyota landcruisers, 
which are essential weapons of war to 
cover the vast distances of desert terrain 
in Darfur. Around this time, the young 
Fur lawyer, Abdel Wahid, was 
confirmed Chairman of the SLA, and 
Minni Minnawi was made Secretary.  
 
In late April 2003, the SLA used their 
newly captured weapons to mount a 
daring and unprecedented attack on El 
Fasher, the largest city in Darfur. 
Attacking from all directions, they held 
the town and airport for several hours, 
and in the process were able to destroy 
many aircraft and helicopters of the 
Sudanese military. This surprising 
victory seriously threatened the 
Khartoum government, which made the 
decision to pursue a full scale 
counterinsurgency campaign, focusing 
on ethnic cleansing of civilians from 
tribes thought to be supporting the 
rebellion.  
 
Ethnic Cleansing as Counterinsurgency 
 
By late 2003, the Sudanese government 
was pursuing a massive campaign of 

ethnic cleansing in Darfur.4 As they had 
done many times in Southern and 
Central Sudan, the military allied 
themselves with local ethnic militias, 
and provided arms and promises of land 
in exchange for attacking civilians. In 
Darfur these militias consisted primarily 
of small, Arab nomadic tribes who were 
relatively recent migrants to Darfur, and 
enjoyed relatively little land usage and 
passage rights, and were sometimes 
actively excluded from local economies 
and markets. Musa Hilal, a local 
merchant and arms dealer, was a 
principal distributor of government 
weapons to these groups, and as such 
became a de facto leader.5 It was these 
small tribes, along with a mix of recruits 
from various sources, that would come 
to be known as the �Janjaweed�, or 
bandits on horses.   
 
Despite the fact that these groups have 
committed the vast majority of crimes 
against humanity in Darfur, and there is 
enormous bitterness towards them, SLA 
and JEM members are surprisingly 
empathetic with them. It is often claimed 
that these groups were bamboozled by 
the Sudanese government into believing 
that the rebellion would drive them from 
Darfur. Without exception, the SLA and 
JEM see the Janjaweed as an instrument 
of the central government and extension 
                                                
4 Some organizations, including Res Publica, 
have asserted that this campaign amounted to an 
extermination of part of the populations of the 
Fur, Massalit and Zaghawa, and therefore 
constituted genocide. However as this claim 
remains controversial, we assert only the 
indisputable claim in this report, that a brutal 
ethnic cleansing occurred.  
5 Hilal�s father was the head of the Jalul 
Rizeigat, a component of the large Rizeigat Arab 
tribe. Hilal himself is rumoured to be only half 
Rizeigat, and to have had strong pre-war 
economic relationships with the smaller tribes 
from which the Janjaweed were drawn.  
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of the army, and claim that they wear 
uniforms, enjoy official military ranks, 
and respond to central government 
orders. However they note that the 
Janjaweed almost never engage the SLA 
directly, preferring to attack civilian 
areas behind government lines.  
 
The combination of a vicious ethnic 
cleansing campaign and a massive 
government offensive reclaimed much of 
the territory captured by the SLA in 
north Darfur. SLA military leader 
Abdullah Abakr was killed in North 
Darfur by government aircraft. At a 
conference of commanders in late 2003, 
SLA commanders discussed their 
options, with many advocating for 
retreating into Libya. A few 
commanders however chose a different 
strategy, and rather than hold particular 
towns or territory, took advantage of the 
vastness of the desert to fan out over 
huge expanses of West and South 
Darfur. The viciousness of the 
government�s ethnic cleansing campaign 
drove many recruits to the rebels, and 
this time they found a strongly 
supportive civilian population in Jebel 
Marra and the South. Khartoum�s 
campaign of intimidation had backfired, 
and increased the desire of the people to 
resist. Rebel controlled areas, especially 
in Jebel Marra, offered civilians a safe 
haven from Janjaweed attacks.  
 
However the decision to spread the 
rebellion across all of Darfur also 
escalated the government�s 
counterinsurgency program, and early 
2004 saw a stepped up campaign by the 
Janjaweed that caused the number of 
displaced persons to exceed 1 million 
and many in the international 
community to level a charge of 
genocide.       

 
The Rebellion Matures 
 
By April 2004, when the SLA, JEM and 
the Government of Sudan signed a 
ceasefire, the rebels controlled much of 
the countryside in Darfur, as well as 
many key cities in North Darfur. They 
had developed an effective system of 
rapid desert warfare using 4x4 vehicles 
and Thuraya satellite phones to mount 
highly coordinated attacks and defenses. 
The last advantage of the government 
remained its control of the air, and the 
power that Antonov bombers and 
combat helicopters could wield over a 
terrain with relatively little cover. The 
rebels also claim that government troops 
demonstrated very little willingness to 
fight their own people, and preferred to 
remain within bases inside the major 
cities, and leave most of the country to 
the rebels. The only territory where the 
rebels did not have free reign was that 
controlled by the Janjaweed.  
 
In less than two years, the SLA and JEM 
had succeeded in doing what the 
Southern SPLA rebels could not do in 20 
� they had destroyed the Sudanese 
regional military structure. A significant 
amount of heavy weapons, ammunitions 
and vehicles had been captured, and the 
SLA had grown to a force of around 
11,000 regulars, and potentially as many 
as 60,000 available armed men. The 
JEM remained comparatively small 
throughout this period, with a ground 
force of about 900 men.6  
 

                                                
6 Estimates varied widely about each group�s 
force strength, but �under 1000� for the JEM and 
�over 10,000� for the SLM were the most 
common estimates. Since most Zaghawa 
tribesmen are armed, civilians offer a pool of 
potential fighters.  
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The ceasefire signed in Ndjamena had 
only marginal impact on the level of 
hostilities on the ground, and the 
government infamously violated the 
agreement with a massive offensive of 
35,000 troops on North Darfur beginning 
on December 10th, 2004, the same day 
that a third round of peace talks began in 
Abuja, Nigeria. This offensive 
succeeded in retaking several towns in 
North Darfur, but the rebels responded, 
as they had before, by fanning out and 
attacking even deeper into central Sudan, 
including the neighbouring province of 
Kordofan, where hostility to Khartoum 
also simmered. The surprise attacks they 
mounted enabled them to capture even 
more valuable government weapons, 
particularly the large Doshka anti-
aircraft weapons that finally countered 
the government�s control of the air. The 
SLA say that gaining the ability to shoot 
down aircraft was a major victory for 
them, both to protect their own troops 
and to end the steady bombing and 
strafing raids of government aircraft on 
villages in rebel-held territory. Despite 
their military success, however, much of 
rebel territory was depopulated, and 
most civilians had fled to large 
government held towns to receive the 
international humanitarian aid that 
Khartoum allowed only into their areas.7  
 
The current situation on the ground is 
fairly stable, with the rebels controlling 

                                                
7 While it is true that civilians demonstrate a 
strange pattern of petitioning the government for 
protection from itself, and also that most 
civilians were simply seeking strength in 
numbers in large towns that happened to be held 
by the government, humanitarian aid may also 
have played a role. Another pattern of Sudan�s civil 
wars may have repeated itself, as Khartoum used 
international aid to facilitate ethnic cleansing and draw 
civilians to areas where they were less safe.  
 

much of North Darfur and countryside in 
South Darfur, and the government 
beseiged in major cities such as El 
Fasher and Nyala, with rebels as close as 
4km to these cities. The Janjaweed 
control most of Western Jebel Marra and 
a section of territory around Kebkabiya, 
while the rebels hold pockets of territory 
bordering Chad in West Darfur and most 
of East Jebel Marra.  
 
The Justice and Equality Movement 
 
The above history has focused on the 
progress of the conflict and as such has 
dealt mainly with the Sudan Liberation 
Army. The Justice and Equality 
Movement has had a much smaller 
ground presence and base of support and 
has generally accompanied SLA 
campaigns whenever conducting field 
operations. The attention paid to the 
JEM in international circles owes 
generally to a much higher level of 
education and political sophistication 
among its leadership when compared 
with the SLM. While the SLA/M enjoys 
members and leaders from dozens of 
tribes in Darfur, the JEM hails almost 
exclusively from a small subset of the 
Zaghawa tribe, called the Kobe. The 
Kobe generally live in an area of North 
Darfur that borders Chad, centering on 
the border town of Tine. Traditional 
Kobe land straddles the Chadian border, 
and the group is an economically and 
politically powerful minority in Chad.  
 
The JEM was founded by a number of 
intellectuals and professionals, some of 
whom wrote the famous �Black Book� 
which offered a statistically detailed 
explanation of how Darfur was 
systematically economically and 
politically disenfranchised. The 
unofficial leader of this group was 
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Doctor Ibrahim Kahlil, a former 
Sudanese government official and 
member of the party of Hassan Turabi, 
the Islamic fundamentalist ideologue of 
the NIF regime. When Turabi was 
forced out of power in 2000, many 
members of his faction left the NIF 
government, and Khartoum sees the 
JEM as an armed wing of this ousted 
group. The JEM finally agreed to 
appoint Dr. Kahlil as its official leader at 
a meeting in Libya in 2005, but has 
suffered many splits and factions.  
 
The View from Asmara: The Internal 
Politics of the SLM 
 
Eritrea is one of the only foreign 
governments that openly supports the 
Darfur resistance movements, and so the 
political headquarters of the JEM and the 
SLA are located in Asmara, the capital 
of Eritrea. Political leaders spend a great 
deal of time in African and international 
capitals such as Tripoli, Abuja, 
Ndjamena, London, Oslo and Paris, but 
Asmara remains the headquarters for 
most.  
 
A general view has been developing in 
the international community that the 
resistance movements are, in the words 
of one UN official, �falling apart�. The 
announcement of a split in the Justice 
and Equality Movement in 2004 was 
followed by a further JEM split in 2005. 
Meanwhile there have been statements 
in the press by SLA commanders and 
political leaders rejecting that group�s 
leaders. 
 
There are in fact several sources of 
disunity within and between the SLM 
and JEM, including personal rivalry and 
competition among leaders, ideological 
differences, tribal differences, and 

finally the efforts of the Chadian and 
Sudanese governments, who are actively 
promoting disunity.  
 
Personal Rivalry within SLM Leadership 
 
The SLM has enjoyed greater unity than 
the JEM, in that there have been no full 
splits of the group. However there has 
for some time been a personal antipathy 
and contest for power between the 
Chairman of the SLA, Abdel Wahid 
Ahmed al Nur (�Abdel Wahid�), and the 
Secretary-General, Minni Arkoi 
Minnawi (�Minni�). Both Abdel Wahid, 
a lawyer, and Minni, a former teacher, 
are younger men in their mid to late 30s. 
Abdel Wahid is however seen as more 
educated, has rarely been in the field and 
has focused on the political outreach of 
the group, while Minni has made his 
name as a successful commander in the 
field. Abdel Wahid�s detractors see him 
as an untrustworthy opportunist, while 
Minni�s detractors see him as an overly 
dictatorial leader who has lacked 
integrity on occasion in both his military 
and political tactics. The two have had a 
strong and building antipathy which has 
been impervious to the efforts of many 
internal and external efforts to resolve it. 
As a result of their failure to work 
together, the political side of the SLA, 
the SLM, has been fairly sharply divided 
into two camps that maintain separate 
offices and houses in Asmara and 
Njdamena. To an extent, each camp also 
seeks to win a greater allegiance from 
commanders in the field, such that the 
political rivalry is largely responsible for 
a rift in the military command structure 
of the SLA.  
 
The antipathy between Minni and Abdel 
Wahid has reached intolerable levels and 
Abdel Wahid has even expressed 
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concern (possibly unjustified) that Minni 
may kill him. When a force sent by 
Minni entered a stronghold of Abdel 
Wahid in Jebel Marra in 2004, it was 
strongly repelled and several SLA were 
killed in the skirmish. Abdel Wahid was 
reportedly �rescued� by the SPLA. 
There are accusations from both sides 
that the other has been somehow 
compromised or bought off by the 
Sudanese government, but this is not 
likely to be true. It is unlikely that this 
leadership problem will be solved 
without a change of one or both leaders.   
 
It should be noted that many individuals 
and groups within the SLM/A do not fall 
neatly into the two camps described 
above. Most importantly, we found a 
substantially different political dynamic 
among commanders in the field, which 
is discussed in our section on the SLA. 
There is a solid political counterpart to 
this field-based dynamic, centered in 
Njdamena, Chad, and supported by 
Adam Ali Shogar, a respected former 
commander and SLM leader. In 
addition, the Massalit and other tribes 
are not wedded to any particular leader, 
and are keen to advance proposals that 
will unite the group. Finally most of the 
individuals we spoke with, especially in 
the field, were not personally loyal to 
either Minni or Abdel Wahid, but 
wanted a process by which to choose 
responsible leadership to unify the 
SLA/M. 
   
Problems between Tribes 
 
The rivalry between Minni and Abdel 
Wahid has reflected and exacerbated a 
tension between the two largest tribes in 
the SLA, the Zaghawa and the Fur. 
Minni is Zaghawa, the tribe that has the 
strongest history of armed struggle and 

provides the majority of effective 
fighters to the SLA. Abdel Wahid is Fur, 
the largest and politically most important 
tribe in Darfur, but one which 
contributes significantly fewer troops to 
the SLA relative to the Zaghawa. There 
are also many other tribes involved in 
the SLA, including the Massalit, the 
Tunjur, the Dajo, and even members of 
Arab tribes such as the Rizeigat and the 
Beni Hussein. The Massalit are 
recognized to be the third most powerful 
tribe, and live in much of Western 
Darfur. The Zaghawa are located mainly 
in North Darfur, while the Fur occupy 
South Darfur and the intersection of the 
North, West and South provinces in the 
Jebel Marra mountains.  
 
The Zaghawa are a partially nomadic 
tribe, and have a fiercely egalitarian and 
independent culture. They are heavily 
armed, and have long experience of war. 
As mentioned above, the Zaghawa tribe, 
including many from Sudan, defeated 
the Chadian dictator Hissene Habre and 
installed Idriss Deby as President of 
Chad. When the SLA began, some saw it 
as the plan of the Zaghawa to do the 
same thing in Sudan. The Fur, by 
contrast, are almost all farmers, and are 
much less experienced in war. While 
almost every Zaghawa family has a rifle, 
few Fur families do, and the Fur are also 
more hierarchical and more likely to 
accept authority.    
 
The Zaghawa�s success in Chad, their 
proficiency in war, and their provision of 
many fighters to SLA have given them a 
sense of superiority that rankles 
members of other tribes. Many Zaghawa 
describe the selection of Abdel Wahid as 
SLA Chairman as a magnanimous 
gesture showing that the Zaghawa want 
the SLA to be a genuinely inter-tribal 
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movement. Many see him more as a Fur 
figurehead than as the real leader of the 
group.  
 
However the SLA has grown quickly 
over the last years and is a genuinely 
inter-tribal movement, a banner which 
Abdel Wahid�s camp loudly defends. 
Supporters of Wahid warn that the 
Zaghawa have an agenda of tribal 
domination, and Wahid has been largely 
successful in encouraging the political 
leaders of the Massalit and other tribes 
to join his camp. Some Zaghawa leaders, 
however, feel that Wahid has 
deliberately exaggerated and 
exacerbated tribal divisions and 
suspicions in order to shore up his weak 
power base among the Fur. It may be 
that there is truth in both the concerns 
about the Zaghawa and Abdel Wahid�s 
response. 
 
Plans to Build Unity and Leadership 
 
The tension between Minni and Abdel 
Wahid, and the political tensions 
between the Zaghawa and other tribes, 
are universally recognized to be a 
problem in the SLM. There is also a 
recognition that if the problems are not 
dealt with, there is potential for an 
official split of the SLM into two 
movements. To resolve these difficulties 
and others, all are agreed that a 
leadership and political conference must 
be held of the whole movement, with the 
purpose of ratifying or changing 
leadership, endorsing a constitution and 
political structure, agreeing to the 
principles of the SLM negotiating 
position at the Abuja peace talks, and 
lastly growing the SLA/M beyond a 
military group to a mature political 
movement. Yet each faction is proposing 
a different plan for when, where and 

through what process to hold such a 
conference.8 Minni and Abdel Wahid 
met in Asmara in March 2005 and 
agreed upon a detailed plan to hold a 
conference within 3 months, but lack of 
agreement on follow up, combined with 
a lack of funding, have caused that 
deadline to pass.  
 
Even aside from political differences, the 
conference presents substantial logistical 
challenges. Whether it was held inside or 
outside Darfur, it would require travel by 
hundreds of representatives � and travel 
in and out of Darfur is extremely 
difficult and expensive. If the conference 
were held inside Darfur, adequate 
security and infrastructure would 
become a major concern. The African 
Union has offered to provide security for 
the event, and international observers 
would likely deter any attacks by 
Sudanese government forces, but the 
SLA are deeply suspicious of the AU. 
SLM members say they presented UN 
Sudan Envoy Jan Pronk with a $1.5 
million proposal to cover the costs of the 
conference, one which has not yet met 
with any reply. However both Norway 
and Libya may also be potential funders, 
with Norway�s Development Minister 
Hilda Johnson especially supportive.9  

                                                
8 The various factions are not limited to Minni 
and Abdel Wahid�s camps, but there are several 
more identifiable constituencies, including most 
importantly the Massalit, led by SLM Vice 
Chairman Abdullah Khamis, and those in the 
SLM who look to the SLA military commanders 
for political leadership, of whom Adam Ali 
Shogar, based in Ndjamena, is a prominent 
member.  
9 Johnson has met with JEM and SLM members 
in Oslo and also traveled to Asmara to meet with 
these groups. She is one of the few international 
political figures who is liked and trusted by the 
resistance movements, and Norway�s track 
record of results oriented and well funded peace 
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Recently however the most significant 
disagreement has occurred over timeline, 
with Abdel Wahid taking the position 
that no conference should be held until 
after a peace agreement is signed with 
the Sudanese government. This is seen 
by most as a purely obstructionist 
position. With the Asmara-based 
political cadres of the SLM deadlocked 
on these and other issues, the initiative 
has fallen to the military commanders in 
the field to take a position. We discuss 
their views, and plans, below.  
 
Political Ideology: The New Sudan 
 
Despite the personal tension between 
Minni and Abdel Wahid, and despite the 
tribal tensions that their competition has 
stoked, the SLM appears to be a 
remarkably unified group with regards to 
political program, ideology, and even 
strategy. All SLM members see 
marginalization and oppression by the 
central government as their principal 
enemy, and all advocate for a �New 
Sudan� as the solution. The term New 
Sudan was advanced by SPLA leader 
John Garang to refer to a change in 
regime from the current Islamic 
fundamentalist, Arabist, and Jallaba 
dominated military dictatorship, to a 
genuinely liberal democratic, secular 
state that respected all religions and 
cultures and sought to promote 
development for all Sudan�s peoples as 
well as limited autonomy for its major 
regions. SLM members often stress the 
concept of equal citizenship for all of 
Sudan�s citizens. SLM members also 
express a great deal of solidarity with the 
SPLA in Southern Sudan and the Eastern 
Front in Eastern Sudan as fellow 
marginalized peoples who have led the 
                                                                 
initiatives makes her a valuable ally of the 
Darfur peace process.  

struggle and inspired the SLM to fight 
for a New Sudan. Despite the intensely 
ethnic nature of the conflict in Darfur, 
SLM members almost universally refuse 
to see the Arab tribes as their enemy, 
and repeatedly cite tribes who are either 
neutral or friendly to their communities, 
as well as individual Arabs who have 
become commanders in the SLA. They 
even express a strong willingness to 
make peace with the Janjaweed tribes if 
they cease to do the bidding of 
Khartoum, and those Janjaweed leaders 
who have been directly responsible for 
atrocities are brought to justice.10 
 
SLM members also enjoy close 
agreement on how the New Sudan is 
likely to come about. They see a mixture 
of rising military pressure from 
rebellions in the East and West, 
international support, and the new 
appointment of John Garang as Vice 
President of Sudan as combining to push 
the Sudanese government into signing a 
peace agreement with them that extends 
the principles of the Naivasha 
agreement, signed between Khartoum 
and the SPLA, to Darfur.11 They see 
those principles as including wealth and 
power sharing, democratic elections, 
some measure of regional autonomy, and 
a secular state. They are also fairly 
united in the view that ultimately, 
Khartoum will only respond to military 
force, and that if sufficient concessions 

                                                
10 While the SLM appeared willing to reconcile 
with Arab and Janjaweed tribes, civilian women 
we spoke with were not, with most saying that 
they could not stand to live again with the 
Janjaweed, and some even saying that they could 
not live with the Arabs.  
11 While most internationals seem to see the 
presence of Garang in government as a major 
factor, most Darfurians we met with, many of 
whom liked Garang, did not believe that he 
would have much influence in Khartoum.  
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are not made at the negotiating table, 
they are prepared to go back to war.  
 
Relations between the SLM and the JEM 
 
The SLM and the JEM have been both 
close and distant since each of their 
foundations. As mentioned, the JEM hail 
almost entirely from the Kobe clan of 
the Zaghawa tribe, while the Zaghawa 
within the SLM are mostly from the 
more numerous Tur clan, whose 
traditional lands are found throughout 
North Darfur, to the east of the Kobe. 
The JEM began as a political and 
intellectual group with wealthy backers, 
while the SLM began as an armed 
resistance movement with little 
international support. In its early days 
the SLM received some support from 
JEM leader Dr. Kahlil who, it is said, 
supplied the SLM with its first few 
Thuraya phones. JEM leaders claim that 
from the start they suggested a merger 
and a single movement with the SLM, 
but that SLM leaders at the time were 
resistant for reasons of personality and 
ego.  
 
SLM leaders and members, however, 
express an almost universal distrust and 
suspicion of the JEM. They agree with 
the Sudanese government that the JEM 
is ideologically and politically linked 
with the deposed ideologist of the NIF 
regime, Hassan Turabi, and that it 
receives substantial funding from 
Turabi�s formidable network of Islamic 
fundamentalist donors. JEM vigorously 
denies any active ties, and often claims 
to have renounced Islamic 
fundamentalism. However in various 
forums it has become clear that the JEM 
do not wish to fully give up on Sharia 
law. The SLM is a member of the 
Sudanese opposition umbrella alliance, 

the National Democratic Alliance. The 
JEM has not joined however, apparently 
because one of the principles of the 
alliance calls for a secular state. At one 
joint strategy session between the JEM 
and SLM prior to the most recent round 
of peace talks in Abuja, a near shouting 
match broke out between the two groups 
over the question of Sharia.  
 
The current JEM position is that a 
referendum should be held in each 
region of Sudan to decide whether 
Sharia should govern that region. The 
SLM do not want a referendum, as they 
fear both an unfair vote, and the danger 
that Sharia will win as ordinary people 
are afraid to vote directly against what 
they are told is the law of God. However 
the SLM is confident that while all 
Darfurians are Muslims, the vast 
majority practice an Islam of the 
moderate Sufi variety, and do not 
support the Islamic fundamentalism of 
the NIF variety. Some SLM members 
see this brand of Islam as a facet of Arab 
culture, and see its imposition upon the 
more African Darfur as a facet of Jellaba 
cultural and racial supremacy.   
 
This powerful ideological split has 
exacerbated SLM suspicion that JEM is 
a wing of Turabi�s National Popular 
Congress party. In May and June 2005, 
however, while our team was visiting 
Darfur, a large scale open conflict broke 
out between the JEM and SLM for the 
first time. While the conflict has now 
been officially resolved, with the truce 
brokered by Libya�s Ghaddafi, the 
reasons for it are useful to explore. 
 
Sparked by the killing of a popular SLA 
commander by JEM troops in 
Muhajariya, the conflict was due to 
deeper problems. The first factor 
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involves control of territory. The SLA 
believes that JEM hold no territory of 
their own in Darfur, but that they are 
allowed to occupy certain bases and 
accompany the SLA on military 
operations. They see the JEM presence 
in Darfur as only by the permission of 
the SLA. However, recently the African 
Union has sought a demarcation of the 
territory and bases of different groups in 
order to facilitate monitoring of the 
ceasefire. In response, the SLM claims 
that the JEM have been issuing JEM 
identity cards to civilians and paying 
them to become members of the group, 
as well as paying fighters to leave the 
SLM for the JEM. 
 
JEM leaders, however, offer a different 
story, in which the SLA Secretary 
General, Minni Minnawi, made a deal 
with his fellow Zaghawa the President of 
Chad, Idriss Deby, to eliminate the JEM. 
President Deby is a strong enemy of the 
JEM, and has been dedicated to 
undermining their unity and strength. 
JEM leaders claim he passed weapons 
and financial support to Minni in return 
for a promise to deal a final blow to the 
JEM. Minni�s relations with Deby have 
warmed in the months since the conflict 
wth the JEM, lending credence to this 
theory.  
 
However, perhaps the strongest factor is 
that the SLM have become increasingly 
convinced that the JEM has entered into 
secret talks with the Sudanese 
government. Sources in the international 
community that we interviewed reported 
that JEM began these talks in April 
2005, and that they have signed a 
provisional peace deal that would grant 
them 5-6 seats in government, including 
provincial governorships. To sweeten 
the deal, several sources report, Libyan 

President Ghaddafi gave JEM leader Dr. 
Khalil $50 million.  
 
The Internal Politics of the JEM 
 
The perception in the international 
community that the Darfur resistance 
movements are �falling apart� or 
splintering is largely due to the two 
splits that have occurred within the JEM. 
The first split saw a group called the 
National Movement for Reconciliation 
and Democracy declare its independence 
from the JEM. NMRD was led by 
Nooreen Barshom, and its troops were 
commanded by a Commander Gibril. It 
was largely the result of an internal feud 
within the Kobe by two sub-clans. The 
President of Chad, Idriss Deby, is a 
powerful enemy of the JEM, and he 
exploited this feud to support Barshom 
to form a separate group.12 The small 
NMRD fighting force was almost wiped 
out, however, in an engagement with 
Sudanese government troops.  
 
The second major split occurred with the 
declaration by top JEM Commander 
Mohammed Saleh in April 2005 that he 
rejected the leadership of Dr. Khalil and 
Secretary-General Abugarda, whom he 
accused of being agents of Turabi and 
Islamic fundamentalism. Saleh claimed 
that all the JEM commanders supported 
him, and that he had effectively split the 
military from the political wing of the 
organization. Saleh is extremely well 
respected both among the SLM and 
some international diplomats. Many 
SLA/M members believe that Saleh will 
lead the JEM into a merger with the 
SLM. While some have suggested that 

                                                
12 The politics of the JEM cannot be understood 
without an examination of the role of the 
government of Chad, which is found below, in 
the section on regional politics.  
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he is supported by the Chadian 
President, others counter that he is 
nonetheless an independent man who 
has found an alliance of convenience 
with Chad. Yet our team was unable to 
verify Saleh�s claim to have the support 
of the field commanders. The JEM we 
met with were all under the command of 
Abugarda, and one high ranking SLA 
member reported that a reconciliation 
had been brokered in which all of 
Saleh�s commanders had deserted him to 
rejoin Abugarda and Khalil. Saleh�s 
attempts to attend the Abuja peace talks 
as the JEM�s official representative met 
with failure, and the international 
community has persisted in seeing Dr. 
Khalil as the legitimate leader of the 
group.  
 
A fuller understanding of the politics of 
the JEM and the SLM requires a 
treatment of the politics of the region 
and the role of foreign governments, 
particularly the Chadian government.     
 
The View from the Field: The 
Structure and Culture of the SLA13 
 
The politics of the SLA stands in fairly 
strong contrast to the politics of the 
SLM. While the SLM is consumed with 
the split between Minni and Abdel 
Wahid, tribal suspicions, and a 
jockeying for power, the center of 
gravity of the SLA lies with between 80 
and 100 core military commanders, most 
of whom have a much more unified, and 
less problematic, point of view.  
                                                
13 While we were able to meet with a small 
number of JEM field commanders, their field 
presence was not significant, and we did not 
spend enough time with the group on the ground 
to assess them. Our efforts to do so were further 
complicated by the fact that while our team was 
in the field, open hostilities broke out between 
the JEM and the SLA.  

 
The Commanders 
 
While some commanders have 
backgrounds in the Chadian or Sudanese 
military, most are former civilians who 
picked up arms and joined the rebellion 
for very personal and local reasons. 
Most commanders began as ordinary 
soldiers and were elevated to their role 
by their fellow SLA members, on a 
wholly meritocratic basis. Commanders 
exhibit very little hierarchy vis a vis 
their men. They sleep on the same mats 
under trees, drink the same water, eat the 
same food, and discuss decisions 
deliberatively and democratically. Their 
demeanor is generally humble and 
friendly. There is very little about the 
SLA on the ground that resembles the 
strict and often abusive hierarchy of 
most military organizations. Fighters are 
volunteers and free to leave at any 
point.14 
 
Commanders also enjoy a great deal of 
egalitarianism vis a vis each other, and 
independence from the group. Each 
commander is responsible for a certain 
area, and is allowed to keep the 
weapons, vehicles and supplies that he 
has captured. While his help may be 
requested in other theatres of the 
conflict, he is free to decide whether to 
send his men, equipment or supplies to 
help another commander or participate 
in an attack. Despite the voluntary nature 
of the SLA, communication and 
coordination appears to be well 
developed, with constant contact through 
                                                
14 One observer attributes this culture to training 
by the Eritrean People�s Liberation Front, the 
rebel group that won independence for Eritrea 
and was widely lauded internationally as part of 
a �new generation� of responsible African 
leadership. Eritrea has supported the SLA since 
its foundation. 
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Thuraya satellite phones, and we 
observed commanders participating in 
several complex operations. These 
operations are generally organized by 
senior commanders, who have both their 
own men and are also responsible for a 
number of junior commanders.  
 
The politics of the SLM has affected 
somewhat the level of senior 
commanders, with a rift in senior 
commanders that parallels the 
Minni/Abdel Wahid rift. The overall 
military commander recognized by most 
supporters of Minni is Juma Hagar, a 
Zaghawa currently based in South 
Darfur. However the commander 
recognized by most Abdel Wahid 
supporters is Abdel Gudura, a Fur 
commander from Jebel Marra. Despite 
this disagreement, the decentralized 
nature of the SLA means that 
commanders of either persuasion have 
little difficulty working together and the 
issue of central command is not as 
salient as it might otherwise be. 
 
The egalitarian and respectful culture of 
the SLA proceeds directly from their 
traditional cultural backgrounds. 
Nomadic tribes in particular often 
exhibit extremely egalitarian social 
structures, and the Zaghawa are no 
exception. The Fur are slightly less 
egalitarian.  
 
Relationship with Civilians 
 
The SLA enjoys almost universal 
support among the Black African tribes 
of Darfur. While much of SLA-held 
territory is depopulated, hundreds of 
thousands of civilians remain, either 
hiding in wadis and valleys, or 
increasingly, having returned to their 
villages. These civilians see the SLA as 

their own young men, protectors and 
liberators, and voluntarily provide food 
and limited supplies to the resistance. As 
we drove through communities, civilians 
showed no fear of the rebels, and would 
often smile or chant �S-L-A, S-L-A!� as 
we drove by. We were careful to hold 
isolated interviews with civilians, and 
were unable to garner any reports of 
abuses by the resistance. While civilians 
do not have membership in the SLA, 
many we spoke with mentioned sons, 
brothers or fathers serving in the group. 
Many civilians refer to the SLA as �the 
Kids�, referring to the youth of the 
group.  
 
The SLA takes some degree of care in 
protecting civilians, attempting to avoid 
engaging government forces in heavily 
populated areas, and seeking to provide 
patrols and security for areas where 
civilians live and work. The SLA 
typically locate their bases near, but not 
within populated villages. The 
acquisition of anti-aircraft weapons has 
also enabled the SLA to protect civilians 
from frequent bombing and strafing 
raids by government aircraft. The one 
black mark on the SLA�s humanitarian 
record that we were able to discover was 
its clear use of child soldiers, or �Jana 
Jaish� as they are called. About one out 
of every 15-20 SLA soldiers we saw was 
clearly underage, usually around 15 or 
16 years old. These boys are generally 
praised as especially courageous 
fighters, but there appears to be no effort 
to recruit underage fighters. On the 
contrary, the SLA seemed to indicate 
that they actively discouraged young 
fighters and sent many away, but 
allowed some to stay due to their sheer 
enthusiasm and commitment.15  
                                                
15 Since SLA members were very open with us 
about a fighter being �Jana Jaish� and appeared 
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Despite their close relationship with 
civilian populations, the SLA has only 
developed a rudimentary civil and 
humanitarian administration thus far. 
The humanitarian help they do offer 
appears to come mainly through 
facilitating and supporting access by 
international NGOs. This is done mainly 
by the humanitarian coordinator, 
Suliman Gamos, assisted by a small 
number of regional deputies. The SLA 
style of governance fits neatly into the 
traditional style of local and tribal 
governance that predominates in Darfur. 
In areas where a traditional leader 
remains, his authority is typically 
respected by the SLA. In areas where all 
the traditional leaders have fled, there is 
typically an appointed SLA 
representative who handles affairs of 
local governance. We saw several 
schools and some rudimentary medical 
clinics operating in rebel held areas. 
These are usually funded through 
contributions from the local community. 
The SLA does impose limited taxation in 
certain areas, typically on livestock, at 
the rate of a few Sudanese pounds per 
camel or cattle. The civilians we spoke 
with did not appear to think the taxation 
excessive or unfair. 
 
The Commanders and Internal SLA/M 
Politics 
 
Within the political cadres of the SLM, 
there is a clear constituency that, 
frustrated with the conflicts among 
Minni and Abdel Wahed, look to the 

                                                                 
largely unaware of international bans on child 
soldiers, we had no reason to suspect their claim 
that they strongly discouraged younger boys 
from joining. Many said that the boys had lost 
their family members, and were keen to take 
revenge.  

military commanders to resolve the 
group�s leadership difficulties. Virtually 
all the political figures recognize that the 
real power within SLA/M lies with the 
commanders.  
 
The commanders are also aware of this, 
and are quick to stress that they chose 
their leaders democratically, and are 
happy to choose new ones if the need 
exists. Most commanders are generally 
unhappy with the job performance of 
both Minni and Abdel Wahid. They cite 
both the infighting and a failure to 
secure substantial foreign military or 
financial support as reasons for their 
discontent.16  Our attempts to scratch 
beneath the surface to see what factions 
and politics among the commanders 
existed were unable to undermine a 
general response that what commanders 
overwhelmingly want is not personality 
politics, but rather a legitimate process 
for choosing leadership that all the SLA 
can accept. While we found relatively 
little personal loyalty to Minni, we did 
observe some strong personal loyalty to 
Abdel Wahid in Jebel Marra. This was 
somewhat surprising, given the fact that 
Abdel Wahid has spent almost no time 
in the field, and Minni has a long and 
distinguished record as a field 
commander. Minni�s detractors, which 
included commanders from his own 
tribe, complained about his slightly 
dictatorial style, and preference for allies 
and family members in making 
appointments.  
 
                                                
16 It should be noted that while Eritrea (through 
the Southern SPLA), Libya to a lesser extent, 
and some elements of the Chadian military have 
all provided some support to the SLA or JEM, 
this support has not been substantial by any 
means, and ordinary commanders feel that they 
receive very little material support from political 
leaders. 
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The commanders� relatively responsible 
approach to leadership was mirrored by 
their attitudes towards tribal tensions. 
We observed a full range of tribes 
represented in the leadership of the SLA, 
and commanders of different tribes 
actively worked together. Tribal factions 
in the SLM typically claim that 90% of 
the commanders are Zaghawa or 
alternatively that 70% are from other 
tribes. While the Zaghawa certainly 
predominated in our consultations, we 
found a broad tribal diversity among 
both fighters and commanders on the 
ground, including a significant number 
of Fur troops and commanders.  
 
In May 2005, after an 8 month absence, 
Minni returned to Darfur and traveled 
south to Tibit, where he held a large 
meeting with commanders including 
those partial to Abdel Wahid. It�s 
reported that he was told there that he 
would have to make more effort to get 
along with Abdel Wahid. In late May 
2005, Minni attended a meeting in 
Muzbet with senior commanders, who 
expressed dissatisfaction with his 
performance. After Minni left, the group 
agreed to hold a conference of 
commanders in Darfur to decide on 
when and where a larger leadership 
conference should be held. Their 
intention was to bypass the leadership 
tensions in the SLA and organize a 
conference that all factions would have 
to accept as legitimate. Commander 
Salabob, a charismatic and popular 
Zaghawa commander who is well liked 
among other tribes, was appointed to 
tour the country to secure the support 
and interest of other commanders in this 
conference.  
 
Salabob was unsuccessful at bringing 
together all the commanders in the field. 

However, his agenda has been taken up 
by a combination of Adam Ali Shogar 
and Dr. Sherif Harir, who recently 
traveled to Darfur � Sherif�s first return 
ini 15 years. The effort of Shogar and 
Harir was promising, as they had decent 
networks with commanders, good 
relations with both Abdel Wahid and 
Minni, and were also close with the 
Mohammed Saleh faction of JEM. 
However, it appears that their effort has 
not met with much success as yet. Their 
relations with both Minni and the 
Chadian government have soured 
recently, and some sources report that 
Minni has been successful in cultivating 
the loyalty of commanders by 
distributing some of the well over $2 
million he is rumoured to have received 
from President Ghaddafi.17 
 
International and Regional Players 
 
Chad: A New Front in the Darfur 
Conflict? 
 
Chad and Sudan share a long border that, 
in many places, means very little to local 
residents. Tribal homelands span the 
border, and for many citizens, tribal 
identity is stronger than national identity. 
While most of the conflict in Darfur has 
occurred on the Sudanese side of the 
border, the dynamics of the conflict 
reach deep into Chad.  
 

                                                
17 Such distribution of funds might be viewed as 
patronage, but we observed an extreme level of 
propriety with respect to money among 
commanders, and many commanders were open 
in saying that they viewed it as a sign of a good 
leader that he could obtain foreign funding and 
distribute it to commanders to use for legitimate, 
and not selfish purposes. Some contrasted Minni 
with Abdel Wahid in this respect, as Abdel 
Wahid is known for expensive personal tastes.   
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In the first place, President Idriss Deby 
is a Zaghawa, who overthrew his former 
boss and brutal dictator Hissene Habre 
with a largely Zaghawa fighting force, 
many of whom came from Sudan. Deby 
was hosted by the Zaghawa in North 
Darfur and used Sudan as a launching 
pad for his rebellion in Chad. Deby had 
previously been Habre�s military chief 
of staff, and had executed many of the 
infamous brutalities of that regime. 
Habre had been from the Gorane tribe, 
which together with the Zaghawa had 
ruled oppressively over the largely Arab 
south of the country. Yet upon seizing 
power, even Deby�s Zaghawa power 
base was not secure.   
 
The Zaghawa are divided into three 
major groups: the numerous Tur of 
northern Sudan, the smaller Kobe group 
whose homelands span the Chad/Sudan 
border, and the Bideyat, who live almost 
entirely in Chad. Deby is from the 
Bideyat group. The Bideyat are more 
numerous than the Kobe, but the Kobe 
enjoy substantial economic power in 
Chad. Upon seizing power, Deby feared 
the Kobe, and refused to grant Kobe 
members powerful positions. When a 
conflict threatened to break out, Deby 
appointed one of the Sultans of the Kobe 
as his defence minister, but then had him 
assassinated. The split with the Kobe 
continues to this day, and causes Deby to 
see the JEM not only as Sudanese rebels, 
but as potentially Chadian rebels as well, 
and a threat to his regime. He has chosen 
to counter the JEM by promoting splits 
and disunity within the group.   
 
Deby�s lack of support for the SLM is 
explained by different factors. Despite 
the discovery of oil and a rapid influx of 
foreign firms and investment, Chad 
remains a desperately poor and 

potentially volatile country. The 
Zaghawa are only a small percentage of 
Chad�s population, and yet Deby�s 
government represents a completely 
undemocratic tribal dictatorship. The 
Arab tribes in the South represent a 
perpetual threat to Deby�s power. The 
Khartoum regime has been ready to 
exploit this threat at any time, and has 
even assembled a force of 3000 Arab 
Chadian rebels within Sudan, near the 
Chadian border at Geneina.18 This force 
effectively represents a gun to Deby�s 
head, with a credible promise of 
unleashing civil war in Chad the moment 
Deby chooses to support the SLM. The 
desperate entreaties of Deby�s Sudanese 
tribespeople and even family members 
have not shaken his resolve not to anger 
the Khartoum regime, and risk his own 
power. Some SLM members offer a less 
charitable explanation of Deby�s actions, 
claiming that he simply does not want a 
group like SLM or another Zaghawa like 
Minni Minnawi to be more powerful 
than he is in a larger and more powerful 
country like Sudan.  
 
Research by Alex de Waal of Justice 
Africa suggests that Deby has long been 
close to the Janjaweed and the Sudan 
government, however. He explains in 
unpublished work that Khartoum 
originally supported Deby to take power 
from Habre, and that the Zaghawa 
within Deby�s force were augmented by 
Arab militia fighters prompted by 
Khartoum. When Deby reneged on 
promises made to these fighters, they 
became a threat to his regime, and 
                                                
18 Despite a seemingly small size, this force is 
about the same size as the one which installed 
Deby into power. It is also just a few hours from 
the only major city in Eastern Chad, Abbeche. 
Conventional military wisdom in Chad holds that 
taking Abbeche means an open door to the 
capital , Ndjamena. 
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increasingly sought a future for 
themselves in Darfur. Many of these 
fighters, especially from the Salamat 
tribe, went on to join the Janjaweed of 
Northern Darfur. However Deby 
maintained members of these Arab 
forces within his inner circle, including a 
senior Chadian Security official whose 
first cousin is an important commander 
in the Janjaweed. Many in the SLA 
complained that while Deby was not 
necessarily an instrument of Khartoum, 
many of those working in his security 
and intelligence services were. Others 
have pointed out economic ties between 
Deby and the Sudanese, claiming that 
the non-internationalized areas where oil 
has been discovered in Chad are jointly 
owned by Chadian officials and 
powerful Sudanese political figures.  
 
Despite the reluctance of the Chadian 
President to support the Darfur 
resistance, and SLM and JEM get much 
help from elements of the Chadian 
military, who sell weapons and some 
supplies to the groups.   
 
The desperation among the Zaghawa to 
persuade Deby to support the Darfur 
resistance became so extreme that it led 
to an assassination attempt against him 
in late 2004 by members of his own 
family. This prompted Deby to purge his 
inner circle of his own tribe, and bring in 
many of the Gorane tribe who had been 
powerful during Habre�s time. This has 
been a setback for many human rights 
advocates seeking justice for the mass 
torture and executions of that regime. 
The truth is that enemies of Deby don�t 
have to wait long, as he is sick and 
reportedly dying. A referendum held in 
June allowing him to extend his term of 
office in the Presidency, which was 
widely acknowledged to be rigged, will 

keep him in power only as long as his 
health lasts. Unfortunately, Deby has not 
arranged for any acceptable successor, 
and his death could bring a dangerous 
power vacuum to Ndjamena.  
 
Prospects for stability in Chad depend 
almost entirely on the American and 
French presence. The discovery of oil, 
and a series of exploration deals with 
American and French firms, combined 
with the construction of a controversial 
pipeline from Chad to Cameroon, has 
turned Chad from virtual diplomatic 
nonexistence to a substantial strategic 
interest. In addition, the popularity of 
Islamic fundamentalism in Chad, and bin 
Laden�s open popularity in Ndjamena, 
has brought a major American anti-
terrorism task force to the city.  The 
French also have a substantial military 
force in the country, one which even 
patrols its borders with Sudan, and have 
strongly backed Deby.  
 
However American and French support 
for stability and their national interests at 
the expense of democracy and justice in 
Chad represents a short sighted view that 
has proven, time and time again, to end 
in bloodshed and conflict. As Deby�s 
health fails, these two nations should use 
their hegemonic power in a poor and 
unstable country to support a legitimate 
and inclusive successor regime. 
Meanwhile the international community 
� both multilateral organizations and 
NGOs � should live up to all the hype 
around early warning and conflict 
prevention, and act quickly to ensure 
that the Americans and French are not 
simply assumed trustworthy to make 
responsible foreign policy decisions. The 
alternative could possibly be the opening 
of a new front in the war in Darfur, and 
the spread of its brutal destruction and 
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misery to Chad�s already oppressed 
peoples.  
 
Eritrea: The Regional Hub of 
Opposition to Khartoum 
 
Eritrea remains the only government in 
the region openly supportive of the SLM 
and JEM, as well as the Sudanese 
opposition umbrella, the National 
Democratic Alliance and also the rebel 
groups fighting in East and South Sudan. 
As a result, Asmara has become the 
capital of opposition to the Khartoum 
regime, with all the resistance groups 
headquartered in the same 
neighbourhood in Asmara, enjoying a 
great deal of contact and exchange at the 
popular Lion Hotel. Eritrea also supports 
the Eastern Front Sudanese rebels, who 
occupy all Sudanese territory bordering 
Eritrea.   
 
During its own long independence 
struggle, many Eritrean exiles lived in 
Khartoum and enjoyed close relations 
and support from the democratic 
government of Sadiq al Mahdi. This 
naturally led to opposition to the NIF 
military coup, an animosity exacerbated 
by strong ideological dislike of the NIF�s 
Islamic fundamentalist agenda. The 
Eritrean People�s Defense Force, which 
fought for and won Eritrean 
independence, has a strongly tolerant 
liberal stance towards Eritrea�s diverse 
religious minorities. The Khartoum 
regime has responded to Eritrea�s 
support of Sudanese rebels by promoting 
Islamic fundamentalism and a small 
Islamic militant group within Eritrea 
which has organized bombings of 
civilian targets.  
 
From 1994 onwards, Eritrea, Ethiopia 
and Uganda mounted a covert operation 

to support the SPLA rebels in South 
Sudan to unseat the Khartoum regime. 
This operation was scaled up in 1997 
and responsible for many of the gains of 
the SPLA in 1998. However the 
collective effort was undermined by 
growing tensions between Ethiopia and 
Eritrea. 
 
Khartoum exploited these tensions by 
siding with Ethiopia against Eritrea. 
During the last round of open fighting, 
from 1998 to 2001, over 80,000 people 
were killed. During that conflict, the 
Sudanese government allowed Ethiopian 
troops to enter Sudan and attack Eritrea 
from its Western border. Recently over 
100,000 troops have massed on the 
border once again, and international 
diplomats worry that a new war between 
Ethiopia and Eritrea could undermine 
the Naivasha peace agreement between 
Khartoum and the southern SPLA rebels. 
If Khartoum again grants Ethiopia 
permission to use Sudanese territory, 
Eritrea may call upon its allies the SPLA 
to assist in its defense.  
 
Eritrea�s support of the SPLA has on 
occasion benefited the Darfur resistance 
movements, as the SPLA passed at least 
three shipments of Eritrean weapons on 
to the SLA.19  
 
Eritrea�s ornery and increasingly erratic 
President Isaias Afwerki has fewer and 
fewer friends in the international 
community, and so has not been a very 
valuable ally to the Darfur resistance 
movements in diplomatic circles. 
However a recent meeting in Libya saw 
a superficial rapprochement between 
Afwerki and Sudanese President Bashir, 

                                                
19 According to one source, the first of these 
shipments was in January 2003, and the last was 
in May 2004.  
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and the Darfur movements officially 
requested Eritrea to be included in the 
peace talks at Abuja.20 These are 
potential signs that Eritrea intends to 
play an increasingly forward diplomatic 
role.  
 
Libya: Keen to be the Godfather 
 
Libyan President Mummar Ghaddafi has 
gone through many reinventions of his 
international persona, but his most recent 
Godfatherly role has proved the most 
benign, and Libya�s involvement in the 
Darfur conflict has been surprisingly 
legitimate. Ghaddafi�s most significant 
interventions have consisted of 
convening huge meetings of Darfurian 
rebel, tribal and civil society leaders 
prior to each round of the Abuja peace 
talks, and also of convening a number of 
summits of African leaders to discuss the 
situation. Libya�s primary goal appears 
to be to minimize the role of the US, 
France, NATO and international 
organizations in resolving the Darfurian 
problem. Libya�s invasion of Chad in the 
1980s was defeated with French and 
American support, and there has been a 
constant jostling for influence in 
Sahelian Africa between Libya and the 
West. Ghaddafi sees Darfur as Libya�s 
backyard, and is not keen to see an 
international force stationed there. 
Ghaddafi had previously pushed for a 
strong African Union response on 
Darfur, but has also promoted a separate 
process outside the AU umbrella, as the 
AU proved not completely aligned with 
the Libyan President�s perspective. The 
AU has endorsed both the role of the 
International Criminal Court in Darfur, 

                                                
20 That request has been rejected by Sudan and 
the AU, but may have been used as a bargaining 
chip by the SLM and JEM to eliminate the 
government of Chad from the negotiations.  

and the presence of a UN mission in 
Darfur, both of which are strongly 
opposed by Libya.  
 
Libya�s efforts at a solution responded to 
Khartoum�s assertions that the conflict 
in Darfur was primarily a local problem 
of tribal conflict. Ghaddafi flew 
hundreds of representatives from Darfur, 
at enormous expense, to Tripoli three 
times to discuss peace and 
reconciliation. The SLM and JEM are 
largely dismissive of these meetings, 
saying that many of the local leaders 
were nominated by Khartoum, and that 
the traditional structures of leadership 
have been co-opted by the Sudan 
government. Nonetheless a surprising 
amount of agreement reportedly 
occurred that the Sudanese central 
government was at fault for Darfur�s 
problems. These outcomes have 
gradually moved Ghaddafi towards a 
position that has been increasingly 
friendly to the Darfur resistance 
movements.  
 
Ghaddafi has also made substantial 
personal effort to resolve the internal 
leadership difficulties of the resistance 
movements. It was at the second Libyan 
conference that the JEM were finally 
pushed to elect an official leader. Libya 
has also offered tentative support for the 
SLM leadership conference. In June 
2005 many SLM leaders spent a 
substantial amount of time in Tripoli, 
negotiating with Ghaddafi over whether 
they would drop their demands for 
greater American and Western 
involvement in the Darfur peace process, 
in return for greater Libyan support for 
their cause. Following the most recent 
round of Abuja talks in July, SLM and 
JEM leaders returned to Libya, where 
Ghaddafi lavished money on Khalil and 
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Minni, including reportedly giving $50 
million to Khalil to sign an already 
agreed peace agreement with Khartoum.   
 
The United States: Playing a Complex 
Game 
 
While the US has been the loudest and 
most aggressive international critic of 
Khartoum�s brutality in Darfur, its bark 
has been worse than its bite. Perhaps the 
most significant source of pressure on 
Khartoum to date has been the Security 
Council referral of Darfur to the ICC, a 
move which Washington reluctantly 
refrained from vetoing. Two factors have 
largely accounted for American 
reluctance to seriously challenge 
Khartoum:  
 
First, a strong American political and 
activist constituency has developed 
behind the Naivasha peace agreement, 
and Khartoum has effectively held 
progress on that agreement hostage to 
receiving a relatively free hand in 
Darfur.  
 
Second, since the split with Turabi and 
the ouster of Osama bin Laden in the late 
1990s, Khartoum has been increasingly 
cooperative with American efforts to 
battle Al Qaeda. The Sudanese 
government, having served as a home 
for international terrorism for nearly a 
decade, sits on a treasure trove of 
intelligence information which it slowly 
doles out to the US in small amounts. 
Official recognition of a newly close 
relationship was requested by Khartoum 
when they asked that their head of 
intelligence, Salah Gosh, visit the CIA 
director in Washington DC. Salah Gosh 
is widely considered the architect of the 
Darfur killings, and his visit touched off 
a fight within the US government, which 

ended with him being granted a visa but 
meeting with lower level officials in 
May 2005. 
 
Competing with these interests, 
represented respectively by the State 
Department and the CIA, are a number 
of impassioned Congresspersons who 
have built a strong Darfur lobby in the 
US Congress and are hostile to 
Khartoum. Thus far, President Bush has 
played a generally neutral role among 
these competing Sudan constituencies, 
though the White House has intervened 
at least twice to stop Congressional 
initiatives that were deemed too hostile 
to the Sudanese government.     
 
Despite all of these factors, the SLA/M 
in particular see the US as its most 
powerful ally, and a few American 
diplomats are among the very few in the 
international community who enjoy 
genuine trust from the rebels.21 
American officials have played quiet 
behind the scenes roles in advising the 
movements on negotiating positions and 
political strategy, and while there has 
been no direct financial or military 
support, they have been helpful in other 
ways. This friendly relationship seems at 
least in part driven by the sympathies of 
individual officers at the State 
Department as well as members of 
Congress. 
 
The African Union: An Up-Hill Battle to 
Trust 
 
The African Union became involved in 
the Darfur conflict as a party to the 
Humanitarian ceasefire agreement 

                                                
21 These officials include officers in the 
Ndjamena, Khartoum and Nairobi embassies, as 
well as officials in the Sudan Programs Office in 
Washington DC.  



 29

signed in Ndjamena, Chad on April 8th, 
2004. The AU agreed to establish a 
Ceasefire Commission composed of 
representatives of all the armed groups 
to monitor the agreement, and also 
decided to send a monitoring mission to 
Darfur, the African Union Mission in 
Sudan (AMIS). In Abuja on August 23, 
2004, the AU convened the first round of 
Inter-Sudanese peace talks aimed at a 
comprehensive settlement in Darfur. 
These were followed by additional 
rounds in September and December 
2004, and July 2005.    
 
Most members of SLA and JEM are 
extremely suspicious of the AU, and see 
it as a �club of dictators� allied with 
Khartoum. Above all they see the AU as 
having been an apologist for the 
Khartoum regime during the worst of the 
killing in Darfur, through late 2003 and 
early 2004. They also complain that AU 
negotiators have used strongarm tactics 
at Ndjamena and Abuja, such as altering 
agreements without consultation. On the 
ground, the AU has been extremely late 
and slow to deploy, and has refused to 
give its troops a clear mandate to protect 
civilians. Since its first deployment in 
October 2004, AMIS has only slowly 
grown to over 3000 troops and 
observers. All AU bases are in 
government territory, and most SLA-
held areas rarely see AU patrols. The 
AU does not appear to have made strong 
efforts to reach out and win the trust of 
rebel commanders. The resistance 
movements are also aware of the strong 
Nigerian presence within the troops and 
leadership of the AU presence. They are 
concerned that Khartoum�s legendary 
capacity and skill at bribery will be 
skillfully applied to the Nigerians, who 
are seen by Darfurians to be particularly 
prone to corruption.  

 
For all these reasons, the SLA and JEM 
have long argued for an American, 
British and UN brokering of the peace 
agreement in Darfur, or at least a more 
substantial role for these actors at the 
Abuja talks. 
 
At least some of these suspicions, 
however, are unwarranted. Contrary to 
the stringent opposition of powerful 
countries like Libya and Nigeria, the AU 
voted to support the UN Security 
Council referral of Darfur to the ICC, 
and some AU commanders on the 
ground have been dynamic. Sam Ebock, 
the new AU Chief negotiator, is well 
respected by some SLA, and fairly 
sympathetic to their cause. Some point 
out a divide between the AU Secretariat 
and its member states on Darfur policy, 
with Secretariat officials understanding 
better how crucial a test of the AU on 
peace and security that Darfur 
represents. Others criticize the resistance 
movements for not understanding 
African and AU politics well enough or 
being proactive enough, and therefore 
losing the diplomatic game to Khartoum 
as a result. However the fact remains 
that the AU members most heavily 
invested in the Darfur situation � Chad, 
Egypt, Ethiopia, Nigeria and Libya � 
have collectively been more closely 
aligned with Khartoum than with the 
resistance movements.  
 
Transitional Justice and the ICC22 
 

                                                
22 Res Publica�s mission to Darfur was co-
sponsored by the International Center for 
Transitional Justice, and we have produced a 
separate report for ICTJ and the ICC on 
transitional justice.  
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The Security Council referral of Darfur 
to the International Criminal Court 
(ICC) was viewed by the resistance 
movements as possibly the single most 
meaningful action by the international 
community to put pressure on the 
Khartoum regime. However the 
movements also share an 
overwhelmingly optimistic assessment 
of the timeline and impact of the ICC�s 
response. Most SLA/M members were 
already frustrated, just 3 months after the 
referral, at the lack of criminal 
indictments from the ICC. While the 
ICC may act faster than other 
international tribunals, which have often 
taken years to issue indictments, it faces 
a dangerous crisis of expectations about 
the likely timeline of its action.  
 
The SLA/M are also optimistic about the 
likely impact of ICC indictments. Most 
described the ICC referral as the �death 
knell� of the Khartoum regime. 
�African� Darfurians, almost without 
exception, blame top figures in the 
central government for crimes against 
humanity in Darfur. When asked who is 
responsible for these crimes, Musa Hilal, 
the de facto head of the Janjaweed, is 
listed only after Vice-President Ali 
Osman Taha, Intelligence Chief Salah 
Gosh, and President Omar el Bashir. 
There is even a suprising amount of 
sympathy for the Janjaweed as having 
been bamboozled by Khartoum. Given 
these views, the rebel groups fully 
expect the entire ruling Sudanese clique 
to be indicted within the next few 
months. Even if indictments are not 
forthcoming, some resistance leaders 
argue that the public release of the list of 
names compiled by the UN�s 
International Commission of Inquiry will 
so de-legitimize NIF leaders that they 

will be removed by popular protest in 
Khartoum.23   
 
The ICC and the Peace Process 
 
Unlike most other tribunals, the ICC 
Prosecutor has an explicit mandate to 
consider the interests of peace and 
security. Thus, much will depend on 
how those interests are viewed.  
 
Most international observers agree that a 
sustainable peace will remain elusive in 
Sudan as long as the current regime 
remains securely in power. The US and 
other governments, however, see the 
Naivasha peace agreement between the 
SPLA and Khartoum as a regime change 
instrument, allowing for a government of 
national unity followed by democratic 
elections within 3-4 years. The SLA 
strongly endorses the principles of the 
Naivasha agreement, but do not believe 
that it guarantees the removal of the 
Sudanese junta from power. While they 
saw SPLA�s John Garang as a strong 
ally, they also fear that Southern Sudan 
is more interested in separation and 
independence, than it is in crafting a 
�New Sudan�. This fear has been 
exacerbated by the death of Garang, 
since many of his subordinates were 
more separatist in their sympathies.  
 
The SLA/M and JEM also worry that in 
the years before an election takes place, 
there will be many opportunities for 
Khartoum to employ its skill in bribery, 
assassination, and political manipulation. 
They worry that the SPLA�s 28% share 
                                                
23 Some Sudanese opposition members are 
adamant that the power of the street in Khartoum 
has brought down governments in the past, and 
can do so again. Despite the repressiveness of the 
NIF regime, students, trade associations and 
other civil society groups have continued to 
agitate openly against the government.  
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of central government power will not 
translate into effective authority, and 
could be easily undermined. For all these 
reasons, Darfurians argue for increasing 
international pressure on Khartoum to 
force it to sign agreements with the 
Western and Eastern rebels that 
decisively shift the balance of power in 
both the regions and the capital. They 
see ICC indictments as greatly 
weakening Khartoum�s negotiating 
position, and leading to �Navaisha-Plus� 
agreements that extend the provisions of 
Navaisha to all of Sudan�s marginalized 
and oppressed peoples.   
 
Thus the ICC�s next steps may be 
determined by whether it sees Sudan�s 
peace process as a boat not to be rocked, 
or a work in progress with key missing 
parts that aggressive accountability 
efforts could fill.   
 
Accountability and Reconciliation 
 
The SLA/M and JEM are acutely aware 
of rumours that 2 or 3 of their leaders are 
on the list of 52 (51+1) names submitted 
by the UN Commission of Inquiry to the 
ICC. While they feel that the scale of the 
government�s crimes against civilians 
vastly outweighs their own, they do 
appear to acknowledge the possibility 
that some of their leaders are guilty. 
Some even indicated a strong desire by 
the group�s leaders to ascertain 
responsibility for any attacks against 
civilians in order to clear themselves of 
guilt. Some mentioned this as a potential 
agenda item at the leadership 
conference. There was also a strong 
expectation that, much as they expect 
with Sudanese government leaders, 
anyone among their group accused of 
crimes would instantly lose power in the 
group. The name most often mentioned 

as likely to be on the ICI�s list was 
Minni Minnawi, probably due to his 
command position in the field and 
ultimate responsibility for any abuses 
committed.24  
 
As mentioned, the SLA appeared to 
blame the central government almost 
entirely for abuses committed in Darfur. 
Most SLA we spoke with were more 
than willing to reconcile with the 
Janjaweed providing that those 
Janjaweed leaders who gave criminal 
orders were brought to justice. The one 
notable exception to this general 
reconciliatory spirit we found was 
among civilian women in Darfur, who 
expressed a very strong fear and 
unwillingness to live again alongside 
Janjaweed and even Arab tribes in 
general.  
 
International Engagement with the 
Darfur Resistance 
 
The Darfur resistance movements are 
vital players as Sudan makes its 
uncertain transition from oppressive 
war-torn empire to inclusive and 
peaceful democracy. However, despite 
the fact that the SLA in particular has 
been the only actor to effectively fulfill 
the international responsibility to protect 
the people of Darfur, they remain largely 
isolated from tangible international 
support. Government diplomats and 
even NGOs are wary of offending 
Khartoum, and adhere to a longstanding 
statist bias in the international 
community that favours even the most 
                                                
24 We consulted with AU officials on the nature 
of crimes committed by the SLA, and were told 
by one monitor with AMIS that �95% of the 
abuses were by the government allied forces. 
When there were abuses by the rebels, they were 
always isolated or strongly provoked incidents. 
There were no systematic abuses by the rebels.� 
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brutal and illegitimate regimes over the 
most popularly supported and legitimate 
resistance movements.25 A combination 
of ethical obligation and pragmatic 
calculation should persuade the 
international community to toss aside 
this bias, which becomes absurd when 
favouring a genocidal government over 
the resistance of a target people.  
 
The need for engagement becomes even 
more critical as the nature of conflict 
changes. The campaign of systematic 
killing in Darfur has been halted, its 
objectives largely accomplished, and the 
Sudanese government is now seeking to 
press its advantage in peace negotiations. 
When the Darfur rebellion began, 
Khartoum feared the end of their regime. 
Now, with the support or complicity of 
many in the international community, 
they have been able to stall the rebellion, 
send a cruel message to other would-be 
rebels, and argue now for a quick peace 
agreement that largely protects their 
control of the country. The international 
community in return offers warm words 
of encouragement for a government that 
seems to have become genuinely 
committed to peace, as well as foreign 
investment and the war on terror.     
 
Capacity Building Efforts 
 
The SLA was formed just two and a half 
years ago, by a small group of late 20s 
and early 30s Darfurians with little 
political or military experience. Despite 

                                                
25 Some political scientists refer to the 
community of subject nations as the �Fourth 
World�. Res Publica sees its engagement of the 
SLA as part of a wider effort to redress the 
historic injustices perpetuated by a club of nation 
states which has supported or overlooked 
brutality as an instrument of maintaining the 
status quo of what are effectively empires, as 
opposed to nation-states.    

achieving surprising military success, 
the group still understandably faces a 
severe lack of capacity in administration, 
governance, negotiation, and 
communication. This lack of capacity 
limits its ability to forge and maintain 
unity, provide for the civilians in the 
areas under its control, negotiate a 
responsible peace agreement, and 
convey its message to the wider world. 
In short, as the battle for a New Sudan 
shifts from the battlefield to the 
negotiating table and the airwaves, the 
SLA is not ready to take on Khartoum�s 
seasoned operatives and deep pockets. 
While the JEM have a more skilled and 
educated political cadre, they face many 
of the same problems. 
 
In meeting such needs, the SLA/M and 
JEM have not been entirely ignored by 
the international community. The 
pioneering effort to engage these groups 
was undertaken by the Center for 
Humanitarian Dialogue. The Center�s 
Andrew Marshall entered Darfur in 2003 
to meet with the resistance, and provided 
the first international assistance and 
attention the group received.26 He went 
on to be a key player in organizing the 
humanitarian ceasefire agreement signed 
in Ndjamena in April 2004. Marshall 
provided valuable negotiating advice to 
the JEM and SLM teams during these 
negotiations. His presence at the Abuja 
negotiations later in 2004, however, 
ruffled feathers at the African Union. 
Some complained that his role was both 
too visible and too supportive of a 
hardline negotiating position for the 
SLM and JEM. The AU refused him 
entry to the talks, and may have 

                                                
26 Marshall was rewarded for his effort by two 
aerial attacks on his position by the Sudanese air 
force.  
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threatened to label Marshall as �anti-
peace�. 
 
While American officials have since 
played a very quiet, behind the scenes 
role in advising the SLM and JEM, 
Marshall�s role has effectively remained 
unfilled. Alex de Waal, a prominent 
scholar of Sudan at Justice Africa, has 
arranged with the AU a program of 
workshops to build the knowledge base 
of the JEM and SLM about African 
regional politics and diplomacy, but the 
African Union has for the last 6 months 
not released the funds necessary to run 
these workshops.27 The Rome-based 
NGO Saint Egidio, which played a 
central role with non-state actors in 
Mozambique�s peace process, also 
organized a workshop in Rome in May 
2005 for the JEM and SLM to develop 
their negotiating positions. The 
workshop was originally sanctioned by 
both the US State Department and the 
AU, but the the AU subsequently 
withdrew its support.28  
 
Our consultations with both the SLA and 
African Union officials suggested that a 
restoration of the role earlier played by 
the Center for Humanitarian Dialogue, 
but more invisibly this time, would be of 
great value to the peace negotiations in 
Abuja. Officials rejected the idea of a 
high level former Ambassador to bring 
clout and experience to the Movements� 
negotiating team, arguing that the optics 

                                                
27 De Waal has also suggested an extended 
planning session to be held inside Darfur to 
create an intensive consensus building effort 
among a diverse representation of the SLA/M 
and JEM.  
28 The AU reportedly withdrew its support 
because Saint Egidio applied for observer status 
at the Abuja negotiations. Saint Egidio has since 
dropped its application, but the AU has not 
restored its support to the NGO.  

of this could play into Khartoum�s 
claims that the rebels are tools of foreign 
interests.29 
 
Capacity Building on Administration 
and Unity 
 
The effectiveness of the Darfur 
Resistance at the negotiating table will 
significantly depend on how unified and 
well organized their groups have 
become. There are critical needs: to 
agree on leadership, draft a constitution, 
develop functional political and civil 
administrations, and reach out to the 
people of Darfur to marshal huge 
wellsprings of grass roots support.  
 
Darfurians, and the SLA in particular, 
are independent minded and self reliant. 
International groups should be careful of 
seeking to play too large a role in their 
internal affairs. However, in our 
consultations with the SLA, we did 
identify distinct and valuable roles that 
international groups could fulfill. First 
among these is helping the SLA/M to 
create a valid and universally accepted 
process for organizing its leadership 
conference. While ideally the field 
commanders� conference will be able to 
establish the broad outlines of the wider 
leadership conference, an international 
group could play a valuable co-
facilitator or ombudsman role, 
responsible for ensuring the 
inclusiveness of the conference, and the 
fairness of its processes and agenda, to 
all parties involved. This role would be 
somewhat like international 

                                                
29 Prominent American Ambassador Mort 
Abramowitz had played this role for the Kosovo 
Liberation Army at Ramboulliet, with much 
success for the negotiations and some sacrifice to 
his reputation. Some have raised the possibility 
of a similar figure to join the SLA/M team.  
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representation on a national elections 
commission. While there is currently no 
international group with the trust and 
credibility to play this role alone, an ad 
hoc friends group, composed of 
international staff members of various 
organizations acting in their personal 
capacity, might be able to effectively 
accomplish this role.30  
 
An international presence in the 
conference planning process might also 
help secure international funding, which 
is greatly needed to ensure widespread 
participation, logistics, and security for 
the conference. The Norwegian, Libyan, 
and American governments, as well as 
the UN, should consider providing this 
funding. The AU might also succeed in 
building some trust with the SLA, were 
it to provide untied funding for such a 
conference.  
 
In terms of administration, the SLA/M 
and JEM are in need of basic training 
programs in management, accounting, 
administration and organization. A 
respected academic and member of the 
Sudanese opposition, Dr. Taisier Ali, is 
currently developing a training institute 
to provide capacity building workshops 
in these areas to political parties and 
non-state actors throughout the horn of 
Africa. The US government has in the 
past offered such assistance through 
private contractors such as Dyncorp, but 
Darfurians complain that these 
contractors have proven extremely 
expensive and insufficiently sensitive to 
local dynamics. The National 
Democratic Institute might also consider 

                                                
30 Certain highly placed individuals, such as the 
US State Department�s Roger Winter, or 
Norway�s Hilda Johnson, might be accepted to 
play this role, but would likely not have the time 
to play it well.  

providing assistance to the Darfurian 
movements.  
 
A final vital area of capacity building 
need is in the area of media and 
communications. In our consultations, 
this was by far the most uncontroversial 
and quickly accepted need recognized by 
the resistance movements. While it has 
not yet been independently confirmed, it 
has been reported that Khartoum has 
engaged 3 American public relations 
firms at a collective rate of $1,750,000 
per annum. The SLA/M, by contrast, 
have one part-time non-professional 
handling their media. Without any 
countervailing voice, Khartoum�s media 
strategy of undermining the credibility 
and legitimacy of the Darfur resistance, 
and painting them as equivalent to the 
Janjaweed, has been increasingly 
successful. Partly possibly in response to 
advocacy by Res Publica, the 
International Republican Institute 
recently decided to hold a 
communications workshop for SLM 
members.  
 
Engagement of the International Activist 
Community 
 
Over the past 2 years, a small but strong 
activist community has developed on 
Darfur, particularly in the United States. 
Despite the reduction in killings over the 
last 6 months, the growth of this 
movement has accelerated, with a 
proliferation of groups, websites, and 
supporters. Thus far, the focus of this 
movement is overwhelmingly 
humanitarian, with a core organizing call 
to stop the killing. Now that Khartoum 
has called a halt to the killing, activists 
need to be careful not to declare victory, 
but rather to develop the Darfur 
movement into a sustainable long term 
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constituency that can ensure that �Never 
Again� is a pledge that is not violated a 
month, a year, or 5 years from now in 
Darfur, or anywhere else in Sudan. The 
strong constituency in the United States 
that has long supported the Naivasha 
peace process provides an example to 
follow and a constituency to engage.31  
 
The activist community has recently 
found some difficulty understanding and 
agreeing upon what their advocacy 
objectives should be. They have focused 
on the empowerment of the African 
Union peacekeeping force as their core 
objective. While this is laudable and 
valuable, activists should take more care 
to understand the core political problem 
in Darfur, and make sure that it does not 
ignore the only game that matters now to 
Khartoum � the peace negotiations. 
While pushing a powerful AU force is a 
strong intermediate advocacy objective, 
pushing for the New Sudan is the only 
credible long term advocacy objective, 
and one that has the added legitimacy of 
being supported by the Darfurian people. 
A close alignment of activist advocacy 
positions and SLA negotiating positions 
could greatly empower the Darfur 
Resistance, and these bridges should be 
built. For its part, the SLA/M should 
make greater effort to reach out to the 
activist community, as well as the 
public, in the US, Europe and elsewhere.

                                                
31 The evangelical Christian groups who form a 
large part of this South Sudan constituency have 
also demonstrated a laudable amount of concern 
on Darfur, and they are uniquely well placed to 
communicate the message to the Bush 
administration that the Naivasha process will not 
be secure until a New Sudan is achieved, that 
includes the South, East, West and North.        


