
What are the most s igni f icant changes in the pol i t ical ,
economic and humanitar ian context  in South Sudan
over the past year?
What are the most s igni f icant impacts of  these
changes for vulnerable indiv iduals and communit ies
affected?
What new chal lenges have these changes presented
for reducing humanitar ian need and bui ld ing
resi l ience? 
What are the gaps in our evidence, knowledge and
learning in th is context?

On the 30th of  March, the Network for  Innovat ive
Resi l ience-Bui ld ing in South Sudan hosted a learning
event,  organised against  the backdrop of  profound
transformat ions in the pol i t ical ,  economic and
humanitar ian context  in South Sudan over the past 12
months.  The event brought together South Sudanese,
regional  and Ir ish researchers,  humanitar ian response
and peacebui ld ing pract i t ioners,  and pol icymakers.  

I t  a imed to support  a better understanding of  recent
changes in nat ional  and sub-nat ional  peace and conf l ic t
in the country;  the impact of  these for vulnerable
populat ions;  and the impl icat ions for reducing
humanitar ian needs across humanitar ian,  pol icy and
research actors.

The learning event sought to address the fol lowing
quest ions

The event was held under Chatham House Rules,  but
this summary document synthesises key issues
ident i f ied by part ic ipants in relat ion to the most
signi f icant changes, most s igni f icant impacts on the
vulnerable,  new chal lenges to reducing need, and
remaining gaps in evidence, knowledge and learning.

'A YEAR OF CHANGE'

Facil i tate exchange  of  
 ideas and networking of
experts across research,
pol icy and pract ice,  to 
 br idge gaps and improve
col laborat ion; 
Promote stronger
evidence-based
programming and decision-
making  in humanitar ian
response and pol icy by
mapping evidence,
document ing innovat ive
approaches, and cr i t ical ly
engaging with emerging
pract ice and pol icy;  
Communicate key f indings
and evidence f rom
innovat ive pract ice to key
pol icy stakeholders in
Ireland and the region.  

The Network for Innovative
Resil ience-Building in South
Sudan brings together
researchers, humanitarian
practit ioners, peacebuilding
special ists and policymakers
with the aim of contributing to
reduced humanitarian need,
strengthened resil ience and
condit ions for durable,
inclusive peace in South
Sudan. The objectives of the
Network include to: 

The Network includes members
from ISS Africa ,  Dublin City
University  and Concern
Worldwide .  I t  is  supported by a
New Foundat ions grant f rom the
Ir ish Research Counci l  and the
Department of  Foreign Affairs.
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Among the most s igni f icant changes to take place in South
Sudan in the past year,  part ic ipants highl ighted the change
in the United Nations Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS)
mandate .  Where the mission had previously been
responsible for  protect ion of  c iv i l ian (PoC) s i tes,  these had
now been transformed into IDP camps with local
government taking responsibi l i ty  for  secur i ty and protect ion.
This has not generated the di f f icul t ies some had expected
with feared large-scale outbreaks of  v io lence in Uni ty State
largely absent.  This can be at t r ibuted to the prospects for
peace in a country where the populat ion did not want a
return to war.  Yet,  s igns of  fur ther f ragmentat ion among
pol i t ical  e l i tes mean the possibi l i ty  for  conf l ic t  in the near
future remained very real .  With high levels of  turnover in
pol i t ical  leadership at  the local  level  recent ly,  part ic ipants
reported that th is could present a chal lenge for coordinat ion
with new off ic ia ls.

Ear ly indicat ions of  the return of displaced populations
were another s igni f icant change discussed dur ing the
learning event.  Against  the backdrop of  the format ion of  the
nat ional  uni ty government and the re-establ ishment of  local
government at  d i f ferent levels,  part ic ipants noted smal l
numbers of  returns to date.  UNHCR est imates that over
120,000 refugees returned to South Sudan in 2020, whi le
almost 2.2mi l l ion remain displaced. On return,  however,
people are f inding l imi ted services and supports.
Part ic ipants c i ted examples of  areas current ly seeing
returns,  where the most basic services and infrastructure
are lacking. I f  communit ies return to f ind needs are not met,
they may return to their  d isplacement s i te,  move on to a
further locat ion,  and inf luence the decis ions of  others to
return,  al l  of  which have impl icat ions for the displaced and
recent ly returned populat ions’  protect ion,  integrat ion and
l ivel ihoods.

Final ly,  the impact of cl imate change on l ivel ihoods and
food security  was highl ighted as a cont inuing source of
uncertainty and transformat ion in the country.  Humanitar ian
actors reported chal lenges, for  example,  in accurately
advis ing communit ies of  when, how and what to plant,  for
example.  Due to c l imate change, seasonal  patterns are
increasingly uncertain,  and exacerbated by insecur i ty.

MOST SIGNIFICANT CHANGES
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Participants  cited
examples  of  areas
currently  seeing
returns ,  where  the
most  basic  services
and  infrastructure
are  lacking .  I f
communities  return
to  f ind  needs  are
not  met ,  they  may
return  to  their
displacement  site ,

move  on  to  a
further  location ,  or
influence  the
decisions  of  others
to  return ,  all  of
which  have
implications  for
protection ,

integration  and
livelihoods .  
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Part ic ipants highl ighted three key areas in which these changes have had
signi f icant impacts on the vulnerable.  First ,  continued economic
deterioration and its impact on food security was discussed .  In March, the
South Sudan Humanitar ian Response Plan for 2021 was launched, request ing
USD1.7bn to reach almost 7 mi l l ion people in need of  urgent l i fe-saving
assistance. The impact of  these condi t ions was part icular ly highl ighted in
relat ion to the gap between the of f ic ia l  and paral le l  exchange rate,  having a
huge impact on buying power.  The example was given of  the reduced value of
cash transfers and vouchers when compared to the actual  cost  of  the food
basket,  whereby a recent food voucher wi th a value of  USD 40 in real  terms
translated to USD 11. At the same t ime, major food secur i ty actors are
report ing insuff ic ient  funds and reducing food rat ions as a resul t .  

A second impact discussed was on returnees fol lowing displacement .  On the
one hand, part ic ipants discussed the reluctance among many displaced
populat ions to return,  in part  because of  the draw of services and supports in
areas host ing large numbers of  d isplaced people.  This raises quest ions of
sustainable urbanisat ion,  and how formerly displaced people might be
economical ly and social  integrated in urban centres.  For example,  what
peacebui ld ing and integrat ion in i t iat ives exist  in urban areas to support
growing urban populat ions? Another chal lenge, both dis incent iv is ing return
and rais ing signi f icant issues for populat ions upon return,  is the quest ion of
property r ights.  The biggest chal lenge ident i f ied by part ic ipants to re-
integrat ion in areas of  or ig in is property,  as populat ions who have been
displaced may f ind their  property and land has been occupied in their
absence, or their  r ight  to their  property is in dispute.  Present ly,  there is no
robust mechanism for conf l ic t  resolut ion for property r ights to faci l i tate more
civ ic engagement and how returnees integrate wi th back into their  previous
communit ies.  

Third,  the speci f ic  impacts of  recent economic, polit ical  and social  changes
for youth  were discussed. Part ic ipants discussed how many young people
have high expectat ions,  but very l i t t le hope. Equal ly,  they are of ten excluded
from humanitar ian and development programming: in emergency contexts,
pr ior i t isat ion,  for  example,  is given in many programmes to chi ldren under 5
and other speci f ic  vulnerable groups, but in between are youth who are of ten
disenfranchised. The part icular example was given of  youth in internal
displacement set t ings:  chi ldren who entered camps at  the age of  10 or 12 are
now young adul ts and looking for l ivel ihood opportuni t ies.  Part ic ipants asked:
how do we meet that  need and respond to i t?

MOST SIGNIFICANT IMPACTS ON THE
VULNERABLE
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Beyond their  d i rect  impact on the humanitar ian needs of  the most vulnerable,
the profound changes detai led above have also created new chal lenges for
humanitar ian response. 

Chief  among these, is movement restrictions that have arisen as a result  of
COVID-19 .  The mobi l i ty  of  humanitar ian actors has been severely restr icted,
which in turn has had an impact on programme del ivery.  Whi le varying access
to populat ions has long been noted as an obstacle to addressing humanitar ian
needs in South Sudan, the scale of  restr ict ions as a resul t  of  COVID-19, and
their  impl icat ions for accountabi l i ty  of  humanitar ian actors to af fected
populat ions in part icular,  are relat ively novel .  Part ic ipants discussed how
accountabi l i ty  to af fected populat ions was impacted by the impacts of  mobi l i ty
restr ict ions on the design, implementat ion and monitor ing of  programmes. As
one example,  normal ly,  programmes would be designed through a combinat ion
of part ic ipatory needs assessments wi th af fected populat ion to inform the
pr ior i t isat ion of  needs, but the global  heal th cr is is has severely restr icted
humanitar ians’  abi l i ty  to consul t  communit ies across the country.

Alongside this more immediate obstacle,  are wider changes taking place in the
humanitar ian system across the country.  Against  the backdrop of  donors and
UN agencies reducing funding, recent changes have presented new obstacles
to humanitarian localisation in South Sudan .  Part ic ipants noted that whi le
the humanitar ian community speaks the ‘ language’ of  local isat ion,  the
ambit ion of  the local isat ion agenda is a long way from being real ised in South
Sudan. Bureaucrat ic and administrat ive systems were ident i f ied as key
barr iers to funding and opportuni t ies reaching local  humanitar ian
organisat ions and researchers.  Moreover,  both donors and internat ional
humanitar ian actors can struggle ident i fy ing local  CSOs with which to engage,
and understanding potent ia l  pol i t ic isat ion of  local  c iv i l  society.

Third,  the chal lenge of  planning for not only immediate needs, but medium-
and longer-term time horizons  was highl ighted. Part ic ipants ref lected on the
chal lenges of  doing this when the si tuat ion is so volat i le and unpredictable.
The urgency of  responding to humanitar ian needs was also raised as an
obstacle to longer- term planning, as i t  l imi ts the resources avai lable to
dedicate to longer- term development approaches. The current global  heal th
cr is is,  and the many impacts i t  has on mobi l i ty  and response, was ident i f ied as
a part icular barr ier  to nimble and agi le response, at  precisely the same t ime
the rapidly evolv ing si tuat ion demands more adapt ive approaches.

NEW CHALLENGES FOR REDUCING NEED
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Part ic ipants highl ighted the part icular di f f icul ty of
accessing credible information  about the si tuat ion in
South Sudan in the context  of  COVID-19 in part icular,  when
access to the country,  and/or programming areas outside of
Juba is l imi ted. When the informat ion is avai lable i t  is
f i l tered from di f ferent lenses and perspect ives.  This can
contr ibute to a disconnect between the pol i t ical  analysis
reported and populat ions themselves, rais ing the fol lowing
quest ions: How can that gap between the pol i t ical  level  and
the civ i l  society level  be br idged? How can members of  the
internat ional  community formulate good pol icy when they
are so dependent on relat ively l imi ted informat ion from
part icular sources? And how can internat ional  NGOs
working with local  partners help to improve engagement
between pol icymakers and local  c iv i l  society?

Key gaps in relat ion to confl ict  dynamics and
peacebuilding  h ighl ighted in the presentat ions and
discussion included the di f ferent ia l  impacts of  conf l ic t
shocks – how di f ferent types of  conf l ic t ,  af fect  d i f ferent
indiv iduals,  households and communit ies di f ferent ly.  Spikes
and tr iggers of  conf l ic t  were also raised as areas for fur ther
study with c lear operat ional  impact:  what are the ear ly
warning signs of  t r iggers and spikes in conf l ic t ,  and what
can be done to prevent those from spi l l ing over into act ive
conf l ic t? Drawing on posi t ive ref lect ions dur ing the event,
the absence or de-escalat ion of  v io lence were highl ighted
as important learning opportuni t ies – where (and why)
conf l ic t  has not broken out,  and what can we learn f rom
this? Reviewing the evidence of  peacebui ld ing, part ic ipants
highl ighted how the long-term impact of  local- level
peacebui ld ing remains poor ly understood, as many
evaluat ions and studies cont inue to focus on outcomes
within the l i fe cycle of  projects.  

GAPS IN EVIDENCE, KNOWLEDGE
AND LEARNING 
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Food systems and food security  were a second area
highl ighted as a gap in exist ing knowledge. Ref lect ing
on the extraordinar i ly  high levels of  food insecur i ty in
the country at  present,  part ic ipants asked: do we
understand food systems suff ic ient ly,  both how they
work and how they have transformed as a resul t  of  the
global  heal th cr is is? The quest ion was l inked to wider
processes of  c l imate change, wi th part ic ipants
emphasis ing that what might have been known in the
past may no longer hold,  and the absence of  essent ia l ,
basic informat ion such as meteorological  data and other
key stat ist ics l imi ts understanding further.

Third,  the area of  land issues  was highl ighted. With the
potent ia l  for  large-scale returns,  and movement to urban
areas, i f  land disputes are not resolved by t ransi t ional
just ice programmes, they could t r igger more violence in
South Sudan. Durable solut ions as an approach have
the potent ia l  to be extremely pract ical  and ef fect ive i f
g iven enough t ime and funding, but when ef forts are led
by government,  a key gap in our understanding is the
impl icat ions this wi l l  have for the social  contract
between populat ions and other stakeholders,  including
fother armed groups, or customary author i t ies?

The Network for  Innovat ive Resi l ience-Bui ld ing in South
Sudan includes members f rom ISS Afr ica,  Dubl in Ci ty
Universi ty and Concern Worldwide. I t  is  supported by a
New Foundat ions grant f rom the Ir ish Research Counci l
and the Department of  Foreign Affairs.  

For fur ther informat ion, please contact  Caitriona Dowd ,
Dubl in Ci ty Universi ty (cai t r iona.dowd@dcu. ie)  or
Liezelle Kumalo ,  ISS Afr ica ( lkumalo@issafr ica.org).
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https://www.concern.net/insights/knowledge-matters-improving-resilience-south-sudan
https://admin.concern.net/sites/default/files/documents/2020-12/Overview%20of%20Findings%20-%20Paper%201.pdf
https://admin.concern.net/sites/default/files/documents/2020-12/Overview%20of%20Findings%20-%20Paper%201.pdf
https://www.concern.net/insights/conflict-and-hunger-lived-experience-conflict-and-food-insecurity-south-sudan
https://www.dsaireland.org/resources/humanitarian-localisation-in-conflict-contexts/
https://www.dsaireland.org/resources/humanitarian-localisation-in-conflict-contexts/
https://issafrica.org/events/land-and-reparative-justice-in-south-sudan
https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/ear-30.pdf
mailto:caitriona.dowd@dcu.ie
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