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Introduction 

Since September 2011, the Sudanese government’s campaign of repression against 
opposition groups in its Blue Nile state has developed into an armed conflict between the 
Sudan Armed Forces, or SAF, and a coalition of rebel groups, the Sudan Revolutionary 
Forces, or SRF. This war has exacted a severe humanitarian toll on Blue Nile’s civilian 
population, due in large part to the SAF’s indiscriminate aerial bombing of civilian areas, 
a ground offensive that does not distinguish between civilian and military targets, and 
repression of groups in government-controlled areas suspected of supporting the rebels.1

In early 2013, the SAF and associated armed groups launched attacks 
with increasing frequency in areas of Blue Nile state. For most of 2012, 
a consistent aerial-bombardment campaign terrorized the state’s popu-
lation, causing the majority to flee to refugee camps in Ethiopia, South 
Sudan, and informal settlements for internally displaced persons, or 
IDPs. SAF ground attacks during the dry season in early 2013—while 
maintaining aerial bombing—marked a shift in tactics, causing even 
more civilians to flee the violence.

This report is based on visits to the front lines in central Blue Nile 
in late 2012 and early 2013, and details the current situation of the 
armed conflict there and its effect on the civilian population. 

Background 

Fighting in Blue Nile erupted after South Sudan separated from Sudan in 2011. Looking 
to eliminate remnant Sudan People’s Liberation Movement, or SPLM, opposition left in 
Sudan after the independence of South Sudan, the government moved to isolate and tar-
get the newly designated SPLM-North, or SPLM-N, as distinguished from the SPLM, 
South Sudan’s largest political party. The SPLM-North is a Sudanese opposition move-
ment that derives most of its support from Blue Nile state and the Nuba Mountains area 
of South Kordofan state.2

refugees leave the ruins that were once 
their homes. 

Viktor Pesenti 
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Not long after fighting with the SPLM-N in the Nuba Mountains began,3 the govern-
ment took action against the SPLM-N political leadership in Blue Nile. Sudanese 
President Omar al-Bashir removed Malik Agar, the elected SPLM-N Blue Nile gover-
nor, and other lower-level officials.4 Simultaneously, the state security forces launched a 
series of major security operations, including aerial attacks on the populations of Blue 
Nile perceived to be in support of Agar and the SPLM-N.5 Agar and SPLM-N col-
leagues then joined the uprising already underway by other opposition groups.6 With 
Agar as their leader, the opposition formed the SRF as an umbrella group, including the 
SPLM-N and other armed opposition groups.7

With the onset of the dry season in early 2013, government forces took the opportu-
nity of increased mobility to begin clearing villages and launching renewed ground 
attacks heading south.8

Indiscriminate aerial-bombing campaign

SAF’s initial campaign, which was largely carried out through indiscriminate bombing, 
resulted in the majority of southern Blue Nile’s population fleeing to South Sudan and 
Ethiopia by late 2012.9 In northern areas of Blue Nile, large numbers of civilians were 
unable to reach neighboring countries.10 

A survey of reported attacks during January and February 2013 indicate that the 
bombing campaign has focused on Yabus, Ora, Mufu, Wadaka, Chali, and Mguf—all 
in Kurmuk County. A smaller number of reported attacks occurred in Wtabok of Bau 
County, but with only limited areas of the county under SPLA-N control, information 
on attacks from there is not readily available. 11 

Although the bombing has injured or killed relatively few people, the toll from the psy-
chological terror it induces, and the deprivation caused when people flee their homes, 
have profound and widespread effects. In the aftermath of the campaign, hunger and 
disease threaten the lives of those affected most. February and March, an important 
harvest period for southern Blue Nile, saw farming virtually come to a halt as the threat 
of bomber attacks and targeted attacks by jet fighters and helicopter gunships prevented 
farmers from harvesting in safety. This has led to increased hunger and malnutrition.12 
The Chali area, once known for its agricultural productivity, has been abandoned. 
During field visits late in 2012 and in February 2013, it was clear that the majority of the 
crops there could not be harvested. The local staples, sorghum, maize, and pumpkin, 
were rotting in the fields.13  
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Escalation in  
ground fighting

Since the beginning of March, 
ground fighting has increased 
and intensified in severity. On 
February 17, Yasir Arman, 
the secretary general of the 
SPLM-N, issued a statement 
claiming that “the Sudanese 
army and their allied militias 
have restarted a dry season 
campaign.”14 In response to the 
launch of ground fighting, the 
SPLM-N claimed that it success-
fully counter-attacked and retook 
areas captured by the SAF.15 

Early in 2013, in areas from near 
Ulu in the west to Deim Mansur 
and Kurmuk in the east (see 
attached map), fighting between 
SAF and the SPLM-N ground 
forces increased. The fight-
ing has resulted in an influx of 
refugees and casualties. Reports 
indicate that in February 2013, 
as many as 1,000 or more new 
refugees arrived in South Sudan 
and Ethiopia, joining more than 
100,000 already in the refugee 
camps. 16

While many refugees continue to 
flee due to aerial bombing, food shortages, and disease, a large number of those leav-
ing their homes in early 2013 were seeking to escape the crossfire. Since early this year, 
ground attacks and frequent engagements between SPLM-N and SAF forces have fur-
ther complicated matters for people living in the areas along the frontlines (see attached 
map), making daily activities dangerous. For example, collecting water is difficult since 
wells are centrally located in towns that have come under attack. In addition, a number 
of refugees have reported being directly targeted by SAF ground forces as they fled 
toward South Sudan.17 One humanitarian medical worker in Bunj, South Sudan, in refer-
ence to the conditions of new refugees, said, “these are some of the most serious injuries 
we have seen since the major fighting in 2011. The fighting must have been fierce to 
cause some of the kinds of traumas we are seeing.”18 
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Recently, SAF ground forces, with air support, have increased ground attacks in the 
territory held by the SPLM-N. Along the Deim Mansur road to Kurmuk, in the areas 
of Mufu and Surkum, there has been intense fighting. Helicopter gunships and ground-
attack aircraft have been brought into the area to reinforce increased numbers of SAF 
ground forces, reportedly including substantial numbers of government-aligned Popular 
Defence Forces militias, or PDF.19

The use of jet fighters indicates an intensification of the government’s military effort. 
Ahmed, a witness to the bombing of the town of Guffa described the jets as “sounding 
like thunderous sounds of rain, you cannot see or hear it before it passes over you and 
is already attacking.”20 Mohammed, a local journalist reporting on the fighting, told the 
Enough Project that fighting had occurred on March 7 when “the SPLA-N clashed with 
SAF in Surkum.” He said that the SPLM-N took control of the town for several hours, 
later ceding it to the SAF after heavy fighting. 21 

In mid-January, Mufu village— directly to the south of Surkum and 
the west of Kurmuk—was razed to the ground by Sudanese govern-
ment forces. During a visit to the remains of the village in February, 
we saw that all 26 huts had been burned. Not long after the visit, 
ground fighting intensified in the area of Mufu, with SPLN-N and 
SAF exchanging control of the area. Surkum was burned on several 
occasions by government forces, most recently before fighting that 
occurred in March. 22 The inhabitants of Surkum and Mufu are now 
hiding in the forest and hills to the south. Yasir Arman and SPLM-N 
commanders on the ground have said that aerial bombardment in the 
area was “directly targeting large groups of civilians” taking refuge to 
the south of Mufu. 23

While surveying the destruction of Mufu, we were caught in a bombing run and quickly 
left the area, as our guides anticipated a ground assault would follow the aerial bombard-
ment. Although the SAF did not attack that day, they did so days later. In mid-February, 
the SAF launched an offensive down the road from Kurmuk to Mufu.24 Gathering state-
ments of Mufu’s former inhabitants to confirm these stories was difficult because most 
eyewitnesses had scattered. It took some time to find anyone involved in the January exo-
dus from the Mufu area. The few who remained were taking cover in dispersed locations, 
hiding from Sudanese ground forces and the bombers that regularly circled overhead.
  
According to a young woman from Mufu describing why she and her family had fled, 
“We ran from the government soldiers. They were burning our homes but we escaped.”25 

Aerial bombing has destroyed the homes 
of many and made areas completely 
uninhabitable. 

Viktor Pesenti 
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Tarafy, another displaced civilian, explained that the SAF had chased everyone from 
the village; as they fled, they saw the army torching the buildings. Tarafy said that he 
believed they burned the buildings to prevent the villagers from returning and the 
SPLM-N from using the village as a base of operations.26 Both villagers indicated that 
there was no reason for them to return since their homes, or tukuls, and belongings 
were destroyed, and wells could no longer provide drinking water. Those interviewed 
indicated that they have continued to hide in the forest, alongside those that are sick 
and injured. “We are fearing the fighting will get worse here,” Tarafy said, since he was 
sure the government would “want to take the territory back from the SPLM-N.” Tarafy 
added, “We also have to avoid being in large groups with other displaced [people] and 
even being close to the army [SPLM-N] because these are targets for the Antonovs 
[cargo planes used by the SAF for aerial bombardment].”27 

Government repression and the targeting of IDPs and refugees

Although there is sparse information coming from inside SAF-controlled areas, there 
are reports that large numbers of people are fleeing harassment by Sudanese security 
services.28 In the major population centers, it appears that security forces are impos-
ing control through threats, detention, and other forms of extortion.29 The govern-
ment of Sudan is in control of the majority of Bau County, all of Ed Damazen County, 
Al Tadamon County, and El Roseires County. They also control some of Kurmuk 
County, including the town of Kurmuk. In places where the populace has supported the 
SPLM-N, people have been targeted for abuse by the security services. 

The people of Ingessana Hills, the home of SRF and SPLM-N leader Malik Agar, have 
been particularly subjected to attacks by the SAF. Reports from those fleeing the area 
indicate that helicopter gunships have been used to strafe groups of people gathering 
or moving along the roads. 30 In late 2012 new arrivals in South Sudan’s refugee camps 
reported that some 7,000 to 15,000 people from Ingessana Hills were on the move trying 
to reach the relative safety of southern Blue Nile and the refugee camps in South Sudan.31 

It is apparent that the number of refugees arriving in late 2012 and early 2013 was fewer 
than expected based on reports of attacks on the Ingessana Hills.32 People arriving in 
refugee camps in South Sudan from the Ingessana Hills have said that the majority of 
their community had been trying to flee for months and were outflanked and trapped 
by government security forces33 (see video for interview with Ingessana refugees). 
Similarly, in Bau County there are reportedly significant numbers of people who have 
made efforts to leave government-controlled areas but have not been able to find their 
way to the refugee camps in South Sudan. 34
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The humanitarian toll 

The sheer size of the refugee camps in South Sudan is striking. For the people of Maban 
County in South Sudan’s Upper Nile state, a small locality of approximately 10,000 to 
15,000 residents before the camps were established in 2011, it has not been easy to deal 
with the arrival of nearly 150,000 refugees from Blue Nile.35 

The Office of the U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees, or UNHCR, and international 
humanitarian organizations are providing most of the medical and health services to 
refugees. The groups running hospitals in the area are Médecins Sans Frontières and 
Samaritan’s Purse, in conjunction with UNHCR.36 Reports indicate that the number of 
refugees in Ethiopian refugee camps is much smaller, however, they face similar challenges 
in accessing medical treatment. The major issues reported at the camps in South Sudan 
were a continuation of a Hepatitis E outbreak, growing numbers of cholera cases, high 
malaria rates, malnutrition, and various other water-borne diseases.37 

In addition to poor health conditions, the International Committee 
of the Red Cross and other organizations have expressed growing 
concern about security for refugees.38 According to these groups, 
women and children are particularly vulnerable to assault and abuse. 
The South Sudan military and National Security Service are operating 
in the area, but they are focused on border defense rather than secu-
rity within the camps. Because of the light South Sudanese security 
presence, protecting substantial numbers of those in the camps is a 
difficult task. The government of South Sudan has given the national 
police responsibility for security within the camp, but a police officer 
working in the camps told the Enough Project that “We need the army 
here in Bunj to support us because the refugee camps are too big.”39 

Conclusion

In recent months, the already difficult situation in the Blue Nile state has worsened. A 
year of indiscriminate aerial bombardment by the SAF has continued to cause increased 
displacement, and the escalation in ground combat has made living there nearly impos-
sible. Increasing numbers of refugees are arriving at camps in South Sudan and Ethiopia 
due to fears of getting caught in the crossfire between the SAF and the SPLM-N, or 
of being targeted by Sudanese security forces for living in communities that had once 
shown support for the rebels. 

The conditions in the camps in South Sudan are dire. While the situation is worsening, 
UNHCR and other humanitarian organizations are providing substantial assistance, 
though their capacity is stretched by significant health and security concerns in the 
areas. If the plight of refugees and IDPs is to be addressed, further attention and consid-
eration must be paid to the multifaceted nature of this conflict.

Civilians flee their homes to seek shelter 
from violence. 

Viktor Pesenti 
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