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1. Executive summary

In the volatile region of Abyei, on the border between South Sudan and Sudan, the United
Nations Interim Security Force (UNISFA) plays a role in maintaining peace and security.
Established in June 2011, UNISFA aims to foster peace, stability, and development in the
disputed region. Focused on implementing the Abyei Protocol, the mission addresses border
demarcation (through the Joint Border Verification and Monitoring Mechanism of the Sudan-
South Sudan boundary since South Sudan’s independence in 2011) and security concerns and
supports local governance through the engagement of the administrations.! By facilitating
dialogue between communities, the UN seeks to create conditions for sustainable peace and
enhance the well-being of Abyei’s residents. However, since 2022, UNISFA’s effectiveness in
tulfilling its mandate and protecting civilians has been questioned as sporadic and spontaneous
violence remains very high. While the overall security situation in Abyei has shown signs of
improvement, persistent conflict dynamics stemming from intra- and intercommunal tensions,
hired armed elements, and humanitarian challenges continue to set the region back. Incidents
of armed robberies, killings, and sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV') persist. Notably,
renewed intercommunal violence between the Misseriya and Dinka Ngok communities persists.
However, this has also evolved into disputes between other communities due to a trust deficit.
In addition, the rise of communal conflicts between new ethnicities and communities entering
the “Abyei box” — often referred to as the Abyei area — has led to further tensions with the mis-
sion over its ability to protect civilians.

1 UN. (2004). Protocol between the Government of Sudan (GoS) and the People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) on the
Resolution of Abyei Conflict. https://peacemaker.un.org/sudan-protocol-abyei2004
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As a result, the past two years have witnessed a surge in local protests, peaking in 2022 but
decreasing in 2023. The protests target UNISFA and call for a more robust response to deal
with insecurity, which diverts the mission’s ability to fulfil and support mandated tasks.? Equally,
questions have been raised by communities in the box over the mission’s ability to protect civil-
ian populations, given the rise in new types of violent acts and communal clashes being expe-
rienced. Adding to this challenge, previous assessments have failed to shift the UN Security
Council mandate from its military focus toward a multidimensional approach. The current UN
Secretary-General proposes adapting the mission posture to address criminal threats in Abyei
comprehensively.* While the present mandate prioritises peacekeeping and, to some extent,
peacebuilding, more attention should be given to challenges in peace consolidation and the
question as to whether UNISFA should wind down or exit.

In recent years, large financial contributors have advocated for a substantial reduction in the UN
peacekeeping budget, leading to discussions about the exit of specific UN missions. This proposal
has added complexity to the situation surrounding UNISFA, especially considering the need for
significant progress on the political front between Sudan and South Sudan. Despite recent pos-
itive developments in the bilateral relations between Sudan and South Sudan, this diplomatic
improvement has yet to manifest in tangible actions, particularly in terms of resolving persistent
issues, such as the final status of Abyei. The ongoing budgetary considerations, the stagnant
political track, and the resolution of critical outstanding matters to some degree can contribute
to uncertainties surrounding the future of UNISFA. All have combined in growing frustration
as the parties involved still need to progress in establishing joint institutions, as outlined in
their 2011 agreement. Additionally, disappointment arises from the delayed deployment of UN
Formed Police Units (FPUs-492 personnel) and the necessary equipment for troops, among
other matters crucial for enabling the mission to fulfil its mandate effectively.

At the time of writing, the Amiet Common Market appeared to be the only place where the
Misseriya and Ngok Dinka communities co-existed within the Abyei box. Security has grown
ever more precarious for the people of the region since 2022.* The mission continues to face
legitimacy crises. Most local communities had a clear understanding of the mission’s mandate
and interpretation of what and how the mission should be implementing its mandate. However,
this understanding did not align (from our assessment) with the mission’s own perception of
how it should carry out its mandate. This misalignment between the mission and civilians has
degenerated into heightened tensions and frequent protests, spiralling into a wedge between
the host communities and UNISFA and culminating in the growing mistrust between the local
population and the mission. For missions mandated to protect civilians, local perceptions are
crucial for effective collaboration, engagement, and the performance of mission-mandated tasks.

2 Itis important to note that there has always been protest against UNISFA in one form or another. However, recent
protests are more targeted.

3 UN.(2022). UNISFA Strongly Condemns the Surge in Criminal Incidents within Abyei Administrative Area and calls
on for the Cooperation and Support from the Community and Abyei Administration. https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/
unisfa-strongly-condemns-surge-criminal-incidents-within-abyei-administrative-area-and-calls

4 Ibid.
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Closely associated with the issue of mistrust is a lack of effective communication. The success
of a mission requires coordination, efficient communication, and a strategy to deal with mis/
disinformation across multiple stakeholders and actors within the mission environment, with a
particular focus on Ngok Dinka. The lack of effective communication has set off a chain reaction
of consequences that reverberates throughout the mission environment. As a result, this report
sets out to examine the situation in Abyei and assess the effectiveness of the UN mission in the
Abyei box. The study aims to examine the transition from Ethiopian forces departing the Abyei
box in April 2022 (S/2022/316 para. 24) and the arrival of the UN multinational force, which
is divided across three sectors. The report aims to provide a detailed update on the situation in
Abyei from 2021 until December 2023. The team interviewed over 50 UN personnel who were
part of the mission before heading to Abyei in September 2023. Over 70 civilians and over 15
focus groups are featured in the study. The team also interviewed senior UN staff and diplomats
in 2022 and African Union (AU) personnel. Thus, the report has been in the making for over
two years to ensure that the analysis is current and accurately reflects the issues raised by all
groups working in the box. This report attempts to provide an update on the situation in Abyei.
It assesses the effectiveness of the mission in meeting its mandate and pivoting to deal with
new challenges emerging inside the box. The report examines whether the mission’s response is
appropriate and adequate, given these emerging challenges.

'The report calls for the mission to pivot its response in the following areas:

1. Move towards more people-centred, community-led peacekeeping that is adaptive to
the environment and emerging challenges (situation and crisis), with a focus on reaching
out to the community. This should include a better explanation of the mandate, how the
mission will engage with the mandate, and how it can involve the community as part of
that process. Additionally, improved communication between the mission and the com-
munity and more focus on engagement beyond community leadership to a valued-based
exchange between the mission, its forces, various Troop-Contributing Countries (TCCs)
and the community are needed. Lessons from how the mission engages through the
UN Police (UNPOL) in the box and, more broadly, through female staff members must
be utilised.

2. 'There is a need for the mission to improve its communication with the community and
internally. Effective communication in a timely manner is crucial to the mission’s engage-
ment with the communities and, more broadly, its approach to dealing with emerging
security challenges. In addition, better communication about the mandate and emerging
situations would help the mission pivot its response to one that focuses on utilising com-
munity information and using this as part of UNISFA’s overall response.

3. 'The mission needs to move from simply counting to being better with the use of data that
it collects and how it incorporates this into its overall response to emerging challenges.
For example, the report explores how data is collected and how the mission seems to lack
awareness of how mission-led data should inform accurate analysis and early-warning
responses and help the mission plan and deploy its existing capabilities more effectively.
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'The data should also inform the mission capacity and adaptability to emerging situa-
tions. In essence, the mission needs to reflect on what types of changes it wants to see
and be clear on how the data currently collected helps inform planning and its response.

4. Countering mis/disinformation narratives to enable effective communication with com-

munities is crucial to engaging with the community. Moving to a more people-centred
mission that is adaptive in its response to the community is also important. This extends
to rebuilding the perception that the community has of the mission leadership and, more
generally, the effectiveness of the mission overall.

5. 'The mission needs to work on modifying its patrols beyond surveying main roads to

more robust and adaptive responses that instil trust in the community by demonstrating
a more flexible response to violence witnessed in the box. The types of patrol need to be
informed by a broader understanding of the needs of the people and the new types of
violence being used in the box, as well as its spread across the different sectors where the
mission operates. This point should also include the need for the mission to improve its
overall response time. This extends to the follow-up being done by the mission, either as
part of an investigation or to address the failures that have occurred when the mission
has been unable to engage. This is important because as the nature of violence continues
to evolve and impact communities, what the mission cannot do is continue to respond
by hiding behind its walls, as this creates a negative perception among the community
and hinders the mission’s engagement with critical community groups, such as women
and youths, who are key to the mission’s strategy when it comes to information, types
of patrols, early warning, early response, community intelligence and engagement long
term.

Despite the delays in the deployment of the Ghanaian Battalion (GHANABATT),
Indian Battalion (INDBAT'T), Nigerian Base Defence Company’s Contingent-Owned
Equipment (COE), and Chinese Quick-Reaction Force (QRF),’ there is a need for
the mission to pivot towards a more robust Protection of Civilians (PoC) focus where
the mission’s show of force acts as a deterrence to violence but also supports other local
mechanisms that have been put in place.®

7. Given the situation in Sudan and the rising tensions in South Sudan’s Warrap state, with

the possibility of additional violence due to the upcoming elections, the mission needs

UNSC. (2012). Report of the Secretary-General on the situation in Abyei, S/2012/777. https://reliefweb.int/report/
sudan/situation-abyei-report-secretary-general-s2023777-enarruzh. UNSC report $/2012/777 para. 15 states: “On that
basis, UNISFA immediately deployed a quick-reaction force to the area and provided an escort to community mem-
bers as they fled to Wayeng village in Marial Achak, Sector South”. Para. 17 continues: “A Chinese quick-reaction force
deployed an advance party of 20 personnel, and the deployment of the remaining 130 troops is pending the arrival of
their contingent-owned equipment, which is awaiting the dry season to complete its movement”. The end of para. 17
notes: “Contingent-owned equipment of the Chinese quick-reaction force and the Nigerian base defence company was
rerouted from the initially planned route through Port Sudan”.

COE of the Chinese QRF and the Nigerian base defence company was rerouted from the initially planned route
through Port Sudan. UNSC. (2012). Report of the Secretary-General on the situation in Abyei, S/2012/722.
https://reliefweb.int/report/sudan/report-secretary-general-situation-abyei-s2012722
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more frequent communication, joint planning, and a broader strategic framework that
engages with authorities and UN counterparts in the respective countries.

'The mission has done some work to engage with the community leaders and their
respective counterparts in Sudan and South Sudan, especially through the Office of the
Special Envoy of the Secretary-General for the Horn of Africa. More political engage-
ment is needed from the UN, with critical input from the AU and Intergovernmental
Authority on Development (IGAD). The latter two actors have been largely missing,
and this absence has, in part, allowed for the political impasse to continue and creep into
new areas that were not a concern previously in Abyei. As a result, more needs to be done
politically over the final status of the box. While we do not pin this on the mission, we
think that politically, the mission’s leadership needs to do more with the support of the
AU through the various channels.

'The UN Security Council (UNSC) needs to be more aware of the impact of unclear and
confusing language in past and current mandates on the mission’s efforts and the local
political dynamics which hamper the efforts of the mission on the ground.”

Finally, linked to the previous point, our observations over the last two years from UN
senior staff, mission staff, diplomats, humanitarian actors, and communities on the ground
show that as part of our suggested pivot, the mission needs to balance its approach to one
rooted in the traditional UN doctrine of being people-centred. The mission also needs
to be aware of its long-term impacts on the communities, especially when it comes to
the delivery of Quick Impact Projects (QIPs) and Civil-Military Cooperation (CIMIC)
activities, which can blur the lines and create new path dependencies which in the long
run will only hinder the mission’s ability to deal with these challenges. Furthermore, the
communication around this needs to be better signalled and transmitted to the intended
audience.

Several respondents indicated that UNSC Resolution 2630 (2022) created many political challenges for the mission.

11
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2. Introduction

On 27 June 2011, the UN Security Council (UNSC) authorised the deployment of a peacekeep-
ing force to the disputed Abyei area, which links northern and southern Sudan and is claimed
by both sides. On 14 November 2023, the UNSC members voted to renew the current mandate
authorising the UN Interim Security Force for Abyei (UNISFA) until 15 November 2024.8 The
UN Secretary-General (UNSG) has previously described the mission as “one of the best-per-
forming peacekeeping missions”.” However, UNISFA’ latest mandate renewal was crucial for
over 280 000" inhabitants within the disputed oil-rich Abyei area between South Sudan and
Sudan.! First, Sudan and South Sudan were both undergoing political transitions. Sudan, in par-
ticular, continues to battle sustained and escalating political tension with hundreds of people on
the streets of the capital, Khartoum, following the takeover by the military in 2021 after the
removal of long-term president Omar al-Bashir."> A transitional government was put in place,
but a coup then occurred, along with further challenges and an all-out war between two factions
of Sudan security actors (the Sudanese Army and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF)). Second, the
territorial competition and continuous presence of security actors' from both Sudan (police pres-
ence) and South Sudan (military presence) within the Abyei area have facilitated and exacerbated

The renewal of UNISFA’s mandate is the 12th in a series of mandate renewals over a decade since the mission’s inception.
UNSC. (2018). Letter dated August 20, 2018, from the Secretary-General addressed to the President of the Security
Council. https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N18/264/95/PDEF/N1826495.pdf ?OpenElement

10 UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). (2023). South Sudan: Humanitarian
Needs and Response Plan 2024. https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/south-sudan/
south-sudan-humanitarian-needs-and-response-plan-2024-issued-november-2023

11 Based on UN OCHA statistics, there were 250 000 inhabitants by November 2022 and 280 000 by November 2023.

12 African News. (2023). Demonstrators return to the streets in Sudan. 5 January.
https://www.africanews.com/2023/01/05/demonstrators-return-to-the-streets-in-sudan

13 For Sudan, there has been the deployment of the police while South Sudan has deployed the military.
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the militarisation in Abyei. Third, the humanitarian situation in Abyei has been exacerbated by
frequent outbreaks of violence and insecurity in Abyei town and the surrounding areas, especially
Sector South during different seasons.'* The fourth and arguably most important reason was the
request by the Sudanese government, which the UN agreed to, for the withdrawal of its Ethiopian
peacekeepers deployed in Abyei. This led to uncertainty surrounding the reconfiguration of the
mission from a solely Ethiopian-led force, with the head of mission also being Ethiopian, to one
that is multinational and multidimensional in nature and scope.

Outside of the current escalation of incidents, while the general security situation in the Abyei
area seems to have relatively improved and calmed down (particularly the traditional conflicts
of the past between the Misseriya and Dinka Ngok communities), the conflict dynamics occa-
sioned by intra- and intercommunal tension, presence of armed elements, humanitarian dif-
ficulties, displacement and economic struggles persist.'® The Abyei administrative area is still
battling with incidences of armed robbery, targeted killings, criminal and communal violence,
animal rustling, and sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV). In January 2024, an attack
by gunmen'” left 54 people dead, including two peacekeepers (one GHANABATT and one
Pakistan Battalion (PAKBATT)) and 64 wounded."® The violent conflict dynamics appear to be
changing compared to previous years, triggered mainly by a ‘trust deficit’between the communi-
ties and the void left due to the absence of a state and overall under-development in the area."”
Over the last two years, there has also been a rise in local community protests against UNISFA,
the emergence of new armed actors from neighbouring states, attacks targeting UNISFA to pre-
vent the mission from carrying out its mandate tasks, etc. UNISFA thus immediately deployed
a Quick-Reaction Force (QRF) to the area and provided an escort to community members as
they fled to Wayeng village in Marial Achak, Sector South.

'The current UNSG proposed that given that the threat that confronted Abyei was criminal in
nature, the mission posture needed to be changed to respond comprehensively and appropri-
ately to that threat.*® Despite the overarching attention given to peacekeeping and, to some
extent, peacebuilding in the current mandate, more attention should be placed on the political
and developmental challenges that confront peace consolidation in case of a winding down or

an outright exit of UNISFA.

14 UN News. (2022). Security Council hears of ‘trust deficit’in disputed Abyei region. 21 April.
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/04/1116602

15 UNSC. (2021). UN Interim Security Force for Abyei: Vote on Mandate Renewal Resolution. 14 December.

https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/whatsinblue/2021/12/un-interim-security-force-for-abyei-vote-on-mandate-re-

newal-resolution.php

16 Sudan Tribune. (2023). UNISFA condemns renewed intercommunal violence in Abyei. 2 February.
https://sudantribune.com/article270268

17 TItis claimed that this was an attack by Nuer fighters hired by the Ngok Dinkas.

18 AP News. (2024). 52 killed in clashes in the disputed oil-rich African region of Abyei, an official says. 28 January.
https://apnews.com/article/abyei-south-sudan-violence-land-dispute-0506a1ac748d897dd9957616¢79c63d

19 Sudan Tribune. (2022). UN peacekeeping chief says concerned over “trust deficit” in Abyei. 22 April.
https://sudantribune.com/article257931

20 UNSC. (2018). Letter dated August 20, 2018, from the Secretary-General addressed to the President of the Security
Council. https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N18/264/95/PDF/N1826495.pdf?OpenElement
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'The unpredictability of conflict situations has made the ideal position of defining an exit strat-
egy now nearly impossible. Although the strategic review of 2021 could not propose a clear exit
strategy, it identified several emerging elements that could contribute to formulating a future
strategy. Nevertheless, the strategic review did not fully envision some of the challenges between
the Ngok Dinkas and Twic with the involvement of the Neurs. Key among them is the political
negotiation between Sudan and South Sudan. However, it is important to note that the man-
date did not envision these new developments. The strategic review acknowledged that there
was already clear momentum for peace consolidation, but both countries needed more support
from the international community. Finally, the reorganisation of UNISFA (with the incom-
ing troops from Troop-Contributing Countries (TCCs)) and suitability of incoming troops
were raised as concerns by Sudanese and South Sudanese officials and civil society organisation
(CSO) leaders who remarked that there was now “a fear that when UNISFA becomes a multi-
national force, it will not be able to deploy rapidly and eftectively in a coherent manner”, citing
tailures in Darfur?! and other UN missions.*? Thus, this report provides an opportunity to assess
whether these claims hold weight, especially in a period when we see fewer UN Peacekeeping

Operations (PKOs) being deployed.

In this Effectiveness of Peace Operations Network (EPON) study, the authors set out to explore
the effectiveness of UNISFA in meeting its mandated tasks in several areas. This includes: 1.
Protect civilians under imminent threat of physical violence; 2. Support to the Joint Border
Verification and Monitoring Mechanism; 3. Provide de-mining assistance and technical advice
and provide security; and 4. Humanitarian aid to humanitarian personnel and oil infrastructure
in the Abyei Administrative Area (AAA), respectively. The report examines how effective the
mission has been in meeting its core mandate, what we can understand from the mission’s suc-
cess and challenges, how flexible the mission has been to the ongoing crisis in Sudan and South
Sudan, and its impact on Abyei, which has strategic and broader implications for the mission.
In addition, the study explores how the broader mission has transitioned from deploying TCCs
that originate from one nation-state to transforming UNISFA into a multidimensional mission
with multiple TCCs while also dealing with local violence, tension and backlash against the
mission. It asks what lessons we can draw from a UN mission operating on the continent where
the structures of the mission are different from traditional UN PKOs. Finally, the report out-
lines some strategic priorities the mission needs to consider for the following mandate renewal

process before 15 November 2024.

'The report is divided into the following chapters: the first chapter provides a brief general
overview of the history of the Abyei area, tracing it from the colonial period to the current sit-
uation. It discusses the transfer of the Abyei area to the Kordofan Province and how this met-
amorphosed from a local dispute to an international problem. The report then provides a brief
history of UNISFA, highlighting the context and motivation for setting up the mission and the
evolution of the mission from a TCC to a diverse multinational multidimensional peacekeeping

21 Interview 005. CSO leader.
22 Temporary operating bases (TOBs).
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operation. The second chapter focuses on assessing the effectiveness of the mission through the
lens of the mission mandate, including assessing the structure and strength of the mission, the
transition from a single force to a multinational force, PoC, responsiveness of the mission to
insecurity, and the ability of the mission to monitor the border between the north and south
and facilitate the delivery of humanitarian aid. The third chapter focuses on the political impasse
between UNISFA and the UNSC and the implementation of the mission mandate. It also
examines UNISFA’s partnership with the AU and IGAD by focusing on the mission’s interac-
tions, coordination and strategic engagement with the different regional partners. The fourth
chapter examines the current political situation, zooming in on the mandate priority areas,
including some interaction with the community, policing Abyei, the rule of law, early warning,
and deriving credible data to back the trend and analysis that inform the mission’s responsive-
ness to the changing dynamics on the ground. The final chapter discusses the implications for
UNISFA’s mandate renewal and future positioning of the mission by looking at critical issue
areas like benchmarks and exit strategy, humanitarian targeting, human rights and the rule of
law, and the possibility of restructuring UNISFA to address the rising insecurity.



3. History of Abyei

The contested area of Abyei is located on the border between Sudan and South Sudan. In 1905
(under the Dinka chiefdom or kingdom), the area was separated and transferred to Kordofan
state, Northern Sudan — impacting the current local dynamics in Abyei. When Sudan gained
independence from the British Colonial Empire, the area was reversed back to Sudan as part
of the independence agreement but never recognised as part of southern Sudan, despite the
large number of Dinka subclans and other southern ethnic groups residing in the area.”® As a
result, a people’s revolt occurred in 1955, which was suppressed by the state until the ushering
in of the Addis Ababa Agreement in 1972.%* The infamous Addis Ababa Agreement stipulated
within its articles the opportunity for communities in Abyei to choose to be part of the Bahr El
Ghazal region in the southern parts of Sudan. The Machakos Protocol, signed in 2002, defined
the area according to independence and the agreed barriers set in 1956, as well as principles on
governance, the transitional process, and government structures.® It establishes the principle of
self-determination for the people of South Sudan. During this period, Sudan and the Sudan
People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) agreed to continue negotiations on the out-
standing issues of power-sharing, wealth-sharing, human rights and a ceasefire. However, dis-
cussions excluded the SPLA strongholds in Abyei, the Nuba Mountains and the Blue Nile,
known collectively during the talks as the “Three Areas”.

23 Ngok Dinka and Paramount Chief who support the inclusion of the Ngok Dinka into Northern Sudan. See Johnson,
DH. (2008). Why Abyei Matters: The Breaking Point of Sudan’s Comprehensive Peace Agreement? African Affairs,
107(426), 1-19. https://www.jstor.org/stable/27666996

24 Sefa-Nyarko, C. (2016). Civil War in South Sudan: Is It a Reflection of Historical Secessionist and Natural Resource
Wars in “Greater Sudan” African Security, 9(3), 188-210.

25 TUN. (2002). Machakos Protocol.
https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/SD 020710 MachakosProtocol.pdf
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History of Abyei

'The subsequent agreement in 2004 granted “special administrative status” to the Abyei region
under the Protocol on the Resolution of the Abyei Conflict (Abyei Protocol). The Protocol
refers to the area as “a bridge between the north and the south, linking the people of Sudan.”
'The ownership of Abyei continues to be disputed by both Sudan and South Sudan, mainly over
the large oil reserves in the area. Abyei’s location on the border of Sudan and South Sudan has
historically led to disputes over civilians’ rights, ethnicity, and cultural and linguistic claims.?’
'The Ngok Dinka community, which principally supported southern Sudanese rebels during the
second Sudanese Civil War (1983-2005), has traditionally inhabited the Abyei area. Northern
Arab nomadic Misseriya (Falaita and Ajaira) herders, who largely supported and fought for the
pro-Khartoum militia during the Second Civil War, settled in Abyei for half the year as part of
the transhumance movement.?® The lack of agreement on who should be considered residents
of the region has led to continuous tensions between the Ngok Dinka and the Misseriya Humr
(Falaita and Ajaira). While tensions peak and dip, recent activity suggests issues are again begin-
ning to flare up in the disputed area, but this is mainly outside the two rival groups as peace

between Ngok Dinka and the Misseriya Humr (Falaita and Ajaira) has mostly held.”

While the second Sudanese Civil War officially ended with the Comprehensive Peace Agreement
(CPA) in Kenya on 9 January 2005 between the Government of Sudan (GoS) and SPLM/A,
the agreement granted Southern Sudan “semiautonomous” status. It allowed the southern part
of Sudan to hold a referendum for independence six years after signing on 9 January 2011.%°
'The CPA included the Abyei Protocol, which stipulated that residents of the contested Abyei
area could hold a referendum concurrently to decide if they wanted to retain its administrative
status in the north or be part of Bahr al-Ghazal in South Sudan.* After signing the CPA, the
Abyei area experienced intense tensions between southern-supported Ngok Dinka and Sudan-
supported Humr Misseriya (Falaita and Ajaira) as the Sudanese government rejected the Abyei
Boundaries Commission’s (ABC) proposal for demarcation of the borders of Abyei.** Following
the GoS’s rejection of border definitions, hostilities between Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF),

26 UN. (2004). Protocol between the Government of Sudan (GoS) and the People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM).
op. cit.; Naivasha, Kenya.

27 Zapata, M. (2013). Enough 101: What is the Abyei Area and Why is it Disputed? 15 January. ReliefWeb.
https://reliefweb.int/report/sudan/enough-101-what-abyei-area-and-why-it-disputed

28 IRIN News. (2013). The Roots of Abyei’s Dangerous Impasse.
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/news/roots-abyei%E2%80%99s-dangerous-impasse

29 Zapata. (2013). Enough 101: What is the Abyei Area and Why is it Disputed? op. cit.; UN OCHA. (2022). Abyei
Flash Update No. 1 — As of 15 February 2022. https://reliefweb.int/report/south-sudan/abyei-flash-update-no-1-15-
february-2022; UN OCHA. (2022). Statement by Ms. Sara Beysolow Nyanti, Humanitarian Coordinator in South
Sudan on attacks on civilians and aid workers. https://reliefweb.int/report/south-sudan/statement-ms-sara-beyso-
low-nyanti-humanitarian-coordinator-south-sudan-attacks; Sudan Tribune. (2022). Warrap governor, Abyei leaders
regret Ngok-Twic clashes over land dispute. 13 February. https://sudantribune.com/article255267; Radio Tamazu;.
(2022). Abyei community calls for intervention in recent clashes. 16 February. https://radiotamazuj.org/en/news/article/
abyei-community-calls-for-national-govt-intervention-in-recent-clashes

30 Ottaway, M. & Hamzawy, A. (2011). The Comprehensive Peace Agreement. 4 January.
https://carnegieendowment.org/2011/01/04/comprehensive-peace-agreement-pub-42223

31 UN. (2004). Protocol between the Government of Sudan (GoS) and the People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM). op. cit.
32 Gebrekidan, GZ. (2021). Tribal Conflict over Natural Resources on Sudan — South Sudan Border. https:/www.

csrf-southsudan.org/repository/tribal-conflict-over-natural-resources-on-the-sudan-south-sudan-border-the-case-of-
the-abyei-territory
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with support from Misseriya Humr and the SPLA — backed up by the Ngok Dinka — tensions
escalated in the Abyei area. In May 2008, armed clashes between the two states erupted, leading
to almost 200 battle-related deaths, 60 000 people displaced, and Abyei town being destroyed.*

Between 2008 and 2023, there have been periodic and spontaneous eruptions of violence mainly
motivated by land disputes, communal and criminal conflict, and resource-sharing disputes
between the communities inhabiting the region. The Amiet Common Market appears to be
the only place where the Misseriya (Falaita and Ajaira) and Ngok Dinka Communities co-exist
within the Abyei box without significant violence. However, security has grown ever more pre-
carious for the region’s people. Another layer of the growing conflict within the Abyei area is the
continuously heightened tensions between Ngok Dinka and Twic Dinka in the southern part
of the Abyei Area (Sector South) and the northern part of Warrap state of South Sudan. The
continuous presence of security forces from both countries within the Abyei box, particularly
the South Sudan People’s Defence Forces (SSPDF) and the South Sudan National Police and
Sudanese police in northern Abyei, continues to hinder the progress towards the achievement
of sustainable peace within AAA and is in clear violation of the terms of agreement over the
management of Abyei.

UN Interim Security Force for Abyei (UNISFA)

Due to the ongoing violence in the disputed area, other political issues, protracted violence,
escalating tensions and population displacement in Sudan’s Abyei region, in the spring of 2011,
the UN Security Council (UNSC) responded by authorising the establishment of UNISFA.
Prior to the UNSC’s actions in 2011, a referendum was held as planned on 9 January, which led
to South Sudan being declared an independent state on 9 July 2011; however, the referendum
on Abyei statutes has yet to transpire.** Meanwhile, in May 2011, new violent confrontations
erupted, causing about 100 deaths and 60 000 displacements during that year. This later led
to an agreement between the GoS and SPLM/A in Addis Ababa on 20 June 2011. The agree-
ment stipulated that SAF and SPLA forces were to withdraw from Abyei (“the box”) and pro-
posed the deployment of a UN PKO to be deployed as an impartial force (as per the principles
of PKOs) in the area.*® The UNSC supported this proposal and subsequently authorised the
deployment of UNISFA under Resolution 1990 of 2011, including 4 200 military peacekeep-

ers, mostly Ethiopian troops.’” The mission was authorised to monitor the demilitarisation and

33 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC). (2010). SUDAN: Rising inter-tribal violence in the south and
renewed clashes in Darfur cause new waves of displacement. https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/4bfe5d332.pdf

34 Kelly, S. (2010). Abyei holds the keys to peace in Sudan. 21 December.
https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/abyei-holds-key-peace-sudan

35 Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP). (2022). Sudan: Abyei.

36 UN.(2011). Agreement between the Government of the Republic of Sudan and the Sudan People’s Liberation
Movement on Temporary Arrangements for the Administration and Security of the Abyei. 20 June.
https://peacemaker.un.org/sudan-temporary-arrangements-abyei2011

37 UNISFA. (2022). Background. https://unisfa.unmissions.org/background
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withdrawal of SAF and SPLA forces in Abyei and reaffirmed the importance of implementing
the Abyei Protocol signed during the CPA. Welcomed by the agreement’s signatories on 20
June 2011, UNISFA was deployed to Abyei in June 2011. In addition to monitoring and veri-
tying the withdrawal of the SAF and SPLA from Abyei, UNISFA was mandated to facilitate
the delivery of humanitarian aid, strengthen the capacity of the Abyei Police Service, and ensure
the security and protection of civilians (PoC) under the imminent threat of physical violence.*

UNISFA initiated various mechanisms to support the demilitarisation of the area. For exam-
ple, to ensure security and PoC, UNISFA promoted inter-community dialogue between Ngok
Dinka and Misseriya members and focused on monitoring and early warning support. The mis-
sion conducted regular patrols to strengthen security in the Abyei region and engaged in dia-
logues with officials from the GoS and Revitalised-Transitional Government of National Unity
(R-TRoNU) or the Government of South Sudan (GoSS).3* UNISFA assisted and advised in
coordinating and supporting the Joint Border Verification Monitoring Mechanisms (JBVMM),
which the GoS and R-TgoNU/GoSS jointly established in July 2011.* The mission was man-
dated to contribute to the JBVMM with observers, force protection, logistics, and air support.*!
However, in 2020, amidst worsening regional tensions, relations between Sudan and Ethiopia
became largely interconnected, with tension over the development of the Ethiopia Grand Dam
and the Al-Fashaga border strip between Sudan and Ethiopia. As a result, Sudan requested the
UN to replace the Ethiopian soldiers. In 2021, the UN agreed to withdraw the Ethiopian con-
tingent from the Interim Security Force in Abyei within three months. At the time, Ethiopian
forces made up the vast majority of UNISFA forces deployed under UNSC Resolution 1990
before the withdrawal of the mission’s 4 190 personnel — 3 158 Ethiopian soldiers and seven
Ethiopian police officers.

38 UNSC. (2011). Security Council resolution 1990 (2011) on establishment of the UN Interim Security Force for Abyei
(UNISFA), S/RES/1990(2011). https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/707088?In=en, pp. 2-3.

39 UNSC. (2012). Report of the Secretary-General on the situation in Abyei, S/2012/722.
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N12/516/57/PDF/N1251657.pdf?OpenElement, p. 4.

40 UNSC. (2011). Letter dated August 5,2011, from the Secretary-General addressed to the President of the Security
Council, 5/2011/510. https://www.peaceagreements.org/viewmasterdocument/1372

41 Thid,p.3.
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4. Assessing the Effectiveness
of UNISFA

In this section, the report sets out to assess the effectiveness of UNISFA through various meth-
ods. Firstly, the analysis draws on the research methodology developed by EPON.* In addi-
tion, the report draws on 18 months of desk research conducted by the team, which includes
online data and internal UNISFA resources, as well as existing reports and analyses conducted
by scholars in the field and policymakers. The team conducted interviews with over 50 UN
personnel serving in the mission. Many of those with whom the team interacted were in stra-
tegic positions within the mission; several had years of experience in UNISFA and previous
missions and provided a strategic and historical understanding that allowed the researchers to
appreciate and accurately assess the UNISFA. Many of these interviews took place over Teams
and WhatsApp over 16 weeks. The team also interviewed over 20 academics, CSOs and pol-
iticians from both Sudan and South Sudan, many of whom represented the various interests
of their states but were also able to provide a more rounded understanding of the challenges
occurring. These interviews were conducted over WhatsApp. The team interviewed high-level
UN and African Union (AU) diplomats and policymakers to gauge their broader analysis and
thoughts on the mission. Finally, in September 2023, the team visited Abyei (all three sectors
according to the UN demarcations of operations) to conduct interviews with various groups.
This included the senior mission leadership team, officials from Juba appointed to the local
administration, local ministers, traditional chiefs of the chiefdoms, youth unions and associates,
women representatives, internally displaced peoples and their representatives, other civil society

42 EPON. (2019). About. https://effectivepeaceops.net/#about
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Abyei. NUPL. Photo: Andrew E. Yaw Tthie.

groups, local/international non-government organisations (NGOs), Community Protection
Committee (CPC) team, local stakeholders (administrations, chiefs, etc.), Joint Community
Peace Committee (JCPC), JCPC sub-committees, joint courts, Joint Peace Committee (JPC),
and Sector South, North and Centre commanders and mission chiefs.

The Structure and Strength of UNISFA Forces

UNISFA is headquartered in Abyei town and has three operational sectors: Sector North,
Sector Central, and Sector South, with sector headquarters at Diffra, Abyei town area, and
Athony, respectively. The mission’s operating bases are deployed at Diffra, Goli, and Todach in
Sector North; Dokura/Rumajak, Noong, Abyei, and Highway in Sector Centre; and Marial
Ahcak, Athony, Banton, Tejalei and Agok in Sector South.* The UNISFA total expenditure
amounted to almost USD 1.4 billion from 2016 to 2021, with the mission’s proposed budget for
2022-2023 being USD 263 374 800,* reflecting a 2.6% reduction compared to the preceding
2021-2022 period. UNISFA will only receive 90% of its approved budget for 2023-2024 due

43 See Figure 2, a map of UNISFA Sectors.

44 TUNSC. (2022). Budget for the United Nations Interim Security Force for Abyei for the period from 1 July 2022 to 30
June 2023, A/76/699. https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3967855/files/A 76 699-EN.pdf
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to UN cashflow issues.* Notably, the most significant budget reduction occurred in 2017-2018,
amounting to over USD 13 million, attributed to a reduction in troop size by 535 personnel, in
contrast to the 2016-2017 budget. Over time, the mission has faced significantly high vacancy
rates across its different components partly due to delays in the issuance of visas but more so
related to the number of staff on temporary job opening (TJO) contracts (see the figure on
UNISFA organisational structure and staffing).

Figure 1: The UNISFA organisational structure and staffing (source: UNISFA)
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As of March 2023, UNISFA had 3 322* personnel deployed against the authorised strength
of 4 206. Deployed personnel included 285 civilians, 3 047 military personnel, and 50 police
(over 90% of the personnel are contingents). No progress has been made on deploying the three
Formed Police Units (FPUs), totalling 492 personnel mandated by the Security Council (see
Table 1). Although some progress has been made, the mission has not yet achieved full gender
parity across all components. Of the deployed personnel, women represented 24% of the civilian
component, 8% of all military peacekeepers, and 49% of the police component.

45 Interview with UN personnel on Teams, 2024.

46 UNSC. (2023). Report of the Secretary-General on Situation in Abyei, S/2023/305.
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n23/117/86/pdf/n2311786.pdf

47 'The number is currently at 3 382. UNISFA email correspondence (5 September 2023).
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Table 1: Estimated personnel of the UNISFA as of March 2023

S/No. Category

Military Personnel

1 Contingency Personnel
2 Military Observers
3 Military Staff Officers

Total Military Personnel/Vacancy rate
Police Personnel
4 Individual POlice Officers (IPO)
5 Formed Police Units (FPU) personnel

Total Police Personnel/Vacancy rate

Civilian Staff

6 International Staff

7 National Staff

8 United Nations Volunteers (UNV)

Total Civilian Staff/Vacancy rate
Grand Total/Vacancy rate

Source: UNISFA

Source: UNISFA

Authorised

2,990

136

124

3,250

148

492

640

186

93

37

316

4,206

Deployed

2,815

114

118

3,047

50

50

168

85

32

285

3,382

Vacancy Rate

6%
16%
5%

6%

66%
100%

92%

10%
7%

13%
10%

20%
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'The Transition from Single TCC to
UN Multinational Force

Before the team’s visit to Abyei, there was a clear split apparent among the personnel who
felt the mission was meeting its mandate, those who felt the mission was failing to meet its
mandate, and those who felt the mission was doing a good job to try and fulfil its mandate
but needed a realignment in focus and strategic direction. During the team’s time in Abyei
and before the teams’ visits, there was a clear sense that beyond the departure of the Ethiopian
forces, the mission hit a stumbling block regarding its overall direction and effectiveness. One
consistent theme from people in sectors Centre and South was that the Ethiopians, from a
single TCC, were more unified in their approach to insecurity and criminality and had the
adaptability to respond to insecurity and arising challenges if and when they emerged. One
respondent remarked, “Ethiopians went out of their way to deter and would not make excuses
even during the rainy season.”® Another respondent similarly remarked, “With the Ethiopians,
they were a unified force; civilians and the wider community did not push the barrier as they
knew Ethiopians did not take nonsense. People also knew that hurting an Ethiopian meant

49

hurting all.

In essence, the Ethiopians deployed to Abyei may have appeared to have worked as a deterrence
against insecurity, criminality and other forms of potential violence against civilians. A similar
sentiment was apparent in the South Sector, where the Ghanaian Battalion (GHANABATT)
is placed. When asked about the time when the Ethiopian forces were deployed versus now,
respondents noted that they could see that the GHANABATT located in the South Sector
were doing their best to respond to insecurity and patrol with limited resources and without
equipment. However, the Ethiopians were far more direct and responsive to insecurity and inci-
dents linked to PoC. Several dimensions were mentioned when the team asked what created
this sense of robustness. First, the Ethiopians, come rain or sunshine, would go out on patrol
and deter criminals, and they would also act as a deterrence against any illicit behaviour. Second,
the Ethiopians were also noted for being deployed to areas that required them to be placed on
patrols overnight, which meant patrols were not only static but in strategic hotspots based on
assessments and hotspots linked to community information. Third, like the Ghanaian force
currently positioned in Sector South, the Ethiopians, when an incident arose, would deploy
their forces to the trouble hotspot either as a rapid forward force or strategically and collectively
deploy to deal with insecurity. Despite the GHANABATT forces only being at 30% capacity,
the overall sense from everyone that we spoke with was that the forces in this sector were trying
their best despite their low numbers and equipment problems.

48 Interview with youth and women leaders in Abyei.

49 Interview with community respondents in Abyei.
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Figure 2: UNISFA TCC composition and location (2023-2024)
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Figure 3: UNISFA TCC composition and location (2023)
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A significant number of respondents indicated that in Sector North, the force tended to patrol
up and down the main street, hiding behind their vehicles, and very rarely came out to side
areas where incidents occurred.”® When the teams further discussed patrolling, one respond-
ent remarked that overall, there was a clear difference between now and before, whereby the
Ethiopians in Sector North and Centre would get out of their vehicles and, where possible,
would often move on foot to muddy and difficult areas away from the main roads.’’ One
respondent remarked that “the issue of violence is not limited to what you can see but what is
beyond the main road.”? Figure 4 demonstrates that despite respondents’ views, the mission is
carrying out many patrols. This was something that the team noted as an issue and will return
to later in the report.

The force in Sector South was claimed to operate at 56% capacity. There was no sense from
several community members that we engaged with that more equipment for Sector Centre
and North would mean they would become more effective in their efforts as in Sector South.
However, one intervening factor that the team felt influenced the perception of the forces abil-
ities was the use of mis/disinformation to discredit the T'CCs. The rhetoric and influence of
politicians abroad and in the diaspora were capitalising on incidents where the UNISFA force
was unable to anticipate or respond to incidents of violence.

Adding to this challenge was the influence of these actors abroad who would utilise the increased
deployment of Civil-Military Cooperation (CIMIC) and Quick Impact Project (QIP) activities
that the TCCs were carrying out — many under pilot projects but with no clear, sustainable end
goal — as part of their tools to spread negative rumours about the mission’s desire to change the
demographics of people in the area. For example, as will be discussed later, in the Sector Centre,
one of the TCCs had taken the initiative to build a school near the market, which required
continued manning and a base for the TCCs to patrol. However, on the same street, an already
existing school with infrastructure was not being used. In this same sector, TCCs had built a
bunker that people could flee to, but the bunker had one entrance and no exit and was housed
inside the TCCs base near the main entrance. This also included a pilot project to grow food
and local crops just outside the TCCs’ base, which required TCCs to protect the areas. Thus,
these efforts for the community were not seen as supporting the general peace or contributing
to providing security and protection for aftected civilians.

While the efforts by the TCCs were met with suspicion, more broadly for several respondents,
these diverted activities move the sector and the mission away from its mandate, increasing
the perception that the mission is here to serve its own interests and not those of the Abyei
people. Thus, the mission suffered since civilians and respondents we engaged with felt it had
lost its focus. Civilians felt the mission was not doing enough to engage with the challenges of

50 Interview with community leaders, youths and women groups.
51 Interview with respondent in Abyei.

52 Ibid.
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insecurity, protect civilians as per the mandate — especially near UN camps — or even do enough
to show the necessary forms of robustness to deter violence.

While this appears to be a challenge, almost all the respondents that we engaged with stated
that since the new force, the mission did have a new life but that its focus needed to change. One
respondent remarked: “The transition from a single TCC to multidimensional force energised
the force... the Ethiopians were disliked by Sudan and thus by Masaderi tribes.”™ Some UN
personnel within the mission that we spoke with said the transitional period allowed a gap in
which the new forces were not prepared and equipped to deal with security challenges as there
were changing dynamics in the box. However, one of many respondents noted: “I do not think
it was the transitional period, but a lack of deterrence from the mission. We should not blame
the transitions as that is a weak position to take”.’* Another respondent from within the UN
and previously part of other missions with a more robust civilian dimension noted: “the mis-
sion TCCs sometimes run away or give an excuse for not engaging with groups. We have three
battalions, but there is no deterrence.” For these respondents, this adds to a loss of relevance
for the mission and the broader UN and its work within the box. Several others went further,
stating that the type of forces and their deployments were crucial to contributing to or impact-
ing this problem. For example, Rwandan forces were referred to in several interviews as being
more robust due to their understanding the “African” context (for example, their presence in the
UN Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS) and UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization
Mission in the Central African Republic (MINUSCA)) and taking a “no-nonsense approach
to insecurity and violence against civilian which shaped its rapid approach to PoC matters”.*®
One military personnel not deployed as part of the TCC but a part of the UNISFA planning
team added, “I appreciate the work being done by the mission through a ‘hearts and minds’cam-
paign... however, there is a need for the forces to be more robust... I think here is where credit
to the Ethiopian forces must be given.”

In other sectors the team visited, civilians mentioned that during the transitional period, the
mission could not “fully deploy its forces to deal with insecurity”. For one respondent, the transi-
tion period when the force switched over often led to more attacks on civilians, so we cannot say
it was solely the Ethiopians’ position that prevented this. The Ethiopians have a reputation for
not allowing misbehaviour, but civilians used the transitional period “to test the resilience of the
incoming forces”, especially once they knew that the Ethiopian forces were going and oppor-
tunities “to get away with things and push the boundaries were allowed.” This means that some
civilians in the different communities “knew that the mission’s deterrence capabilities were not
as strong as the previous force”, resulting in “people knowing they can get away with things”.*’

However, this perception might be more associated with the Ethiopians’ Contingent-Owned
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54 1Ibid.

55 Ibid.

56 Interview with mission personnel on Teams.

57 1Ibid.



A Forgotten People in an Unstable Region

Equipment (COE) (compared to the multinational forces) rather than their efficacy and at
the time, Ethiopian forces were greater in numbers than the current forces in Abyei. There are
also clear operational advantages of deploying directly from a neighbouring country, and the
Ethiopians were present during a time when new conflict dynamics did not exist.

'The mission transition to a full multidimensional force appears to have been marred by delays,
which indirectly impacted the mission’s ability to respond. However, they also allowed a space
where non-state actors from neighbouring regions outside the box would push the boundaries
to “see how far they could go”. One respondent within the UN remarked that each time there is
an incident, it erodes the trust in the UNISFA force and increases the negative image and per-
ception of the UN as being unable to fulfil its role as a protector of civilians. More people from
within the UN and communities that the team engaged with emphasised that the Ethiopian
forces were more effective than the current force. However, our findings, from a more holistic
perspective, are that the transitional period from Ethiopian TCC to multidimensional forces
was marred by challenges, many of which were not the responsibility of the TCC but the more
comprehensive UN system and they related to its ability to find new ways around these chal-
lenges. One challenge that the team observed was the mission’s lack of flexibility in adapting
to emerging events by drawing on existing resources from other sectors, given the fluidity of
the situation on the ground. For example, when inquiring about the issue of GHANABATT
not receiving its equipment on time (the battalion is yet to receive the full COE at the time
of writing), the mission responded that the fighting in Sudan blocks the opportunity to bring
in the remaining equipment. The Ghanaian Battalion was at 56% and the Indian Battalion at
30.5%, as of April 2023.5® However, a deeper look into the numbers reveals that Ghana was at
tull strength of their troop deployment as of 3 July 2022. However, the battalion is short of their
COEs, especially Armoured Personnel Carriers (APCs). COE helps TCCs to execute their
mandate as a motorised/mechanised infantry and ensures greater safety. However, in UNISFA’s
case, Ghana TCCs are still provided by UNISFA-UN Mine Action Service (UNMAS) with
ten APCs that were demobilised with the collapse of Sector 1 (JBVMM). Currently, APCs are
still provided and distributed, with ten APCs to GHANABATT and five APCs to the Indian
Battalion INDBATT). These APCs were distributed to the TCC as of March 2022.%°

Nevertheless, there were no innovative solutions, like rotating TCCs from other sectors to sup-
port the forces in the South sectors, which at the time of writing was one of the most impacted
areas in Abyei. Here, the team found that the UN could and should be exploring new ways to
utilise neighbouring states to bring in the needed equipment or, despite the financial challenges
of stipends, have other TCCs provide back-up or plug into capacity gaps for those in Sector
South. Another challenge was the structure of the TCCs. Several of the military experts we
spoke to mentioned that the formation and types of forces, i.e., their structure, were inade-
quate for the types of response needed to deal with the emerging insecurity. This included a

58 UNSC. (2023). S/2023/305, op. cit. para. 19.

59 However, interviews conducted from the field suggest that these ten APCs are not combat APCs and, as such, they are
not useful for the task intended.
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mechanised company and the wrong types of motorised infantry battalion forces. For instance,
the full complement of the strength of a battalion should be 850 in all ranks. However, in the
case of the Ghanaian Battalion, the current strength is 570 in all ranks, which is significantly
less than the number needed to dominate the area of responsibility. One respondent stated
that when the Ethiopians were deployed, there were more soldiers than the current Ghanaian
Battalion, and they were thus more effective in dominating their area of responsibility.®® One
other interlocutor stated that, for instance, looking at the threat that the Ghanaian Battalion is
confronted with, having one mechanised company instead of two motorised infantry companies
does not help. They will be more effective if they add a mechanised company with its full com-
plement of armoured vehicles." When this was suggested to the responsible strategic heads, this
suggestion was rebuffed. Instead, a focus emerges on “what is mine and mine only”, with a lack
of flexibility to go outside the box and support a broader mission-wide agenda.®

Patrolling Abyei

Another persistent issue was the types of patrols conducted outside the main roads where TCCs
currently patrol. As mentioned earlier, many community leaders and civilians said they needed
to see the mission doing patrols. However, when pressed on the matter in more detail, it was
easy to see that while the Ethiopians patrolled along the main roads or corridors, the Ethiopian
forces, unlike current forces, would also go the extra mile by changing the type of patrols and
accommodating the communities they served by patrol not only in hotspots but in areas where
civilians would conduct daily activities. When the team raised this with the mission, there
seemed to be a perception from within the mission that this was impossible. Our assessment
is that the mission’s inflexibility to pivot towards a people-centred approach, i.e., changing its
approach to reflect the needs of the people, is leading to challenges to the mission’s ability to
demonstrate force and act as a deterrence locally. This meant for many civilians that the attacks
during the transitional period changed from more “traditional” forms of violence known in
Abyei to new forms of emerging violence which were not only criminal but also morphed into
a new type of bloody and reprisal attack supporting a new political economy of violence where
new groups can be hired as militia forces and deployed by the highest bidder. This is not to say
that these forms of emerging violence did not occur before the multidimensional forces were
deployed. However, the mission’s inability to respond to some incidents adequately has allowed
this pattern to continue and be a contributing factor to violence in the box. When the team put
forward these observations and dynamics of the missions’ local responses through patrolling
to UNISFA, the broader response was, “They like to complain and compare the differences
between the Ethiopians and us, but this is not true”.
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Figure 4: Data on the number of UNISFA patrols (April-September 2023)
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However, the voices calling for a different approach are clear, with several sharing their con-
cerns over the future responsiveness of the mission to a possible attack, noting, for example,
that “my confidence in the mission’s ability to respond to the growing use of violence by actors

was lacking in a negative direction.”®

All but two of the civilians we spoke with said they were
worried that the mission could not effectively respond to a crisis if and when it did occur. One
UNISFA personnel remarked, “When the Ethiopians left, we had control of the box... now
we do not have control of the box... and the mission has taken a step back from this situation;
meanwhile, the population feels they are not protected”. Another senior UNISFA personnel
mentioned that “given UNISFA’s structure as a mission, the mission is not always as effective
as it could be... we are in a different scene now than when the Ethiopians were here, but this
situation has been self-imposed by allowing the two neighbouring states to have forces in the
box”. A respondent went as far as to blame the missions’ leaders for “being tricked and played
by the South Sudanese government which resulted in the forces being allocated in the box”.%*
Finally, as will be discussed later, there was a growing sense that while the mission had changed
its multidimensional aspects, it lacked the ability to understand that many of these issues were
political, linked to land ownership or, more widely, the lack of a political process, which was

needed to address the overall political challenges instead of focusing on military means.
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While the current direction of the mission is supported by increased capacity and has brought in
new energy and impetus, the broader civil-political aspect rooted in a people-centred approach
and UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) best practices and lessons learned
was missing from the mission’s broader scope and approach. For example, several respondents
in and outside the mission noted, “The mission is not patrolling south of the box, and we do not
have a presence there or know what is happening there. We have no say about what happens,
and the SPLA is acting as a peacekeeper or a supplementary force”.®® Another added that even
“aid gets blocked from the SPLA in the south”. This suggests that the mission and TCCs are
unable and being stopped from going further south of the box, while the UN Headquarters
(HQ) in New York know about this and cannot do anything.®” Thus, our assessment of the tran-
sition period from an Ethiopian-only TCC to a multidimensional force is that while the mis-
sion has done well to cope with the transitional period, the mission is “not doing well compared
to two years ago’ . Part of this challenge lies within the transitional period and the need to be
robust in the response by the TCCs to demonstrate its ability to posture and respond rapidly to
incidents. There also seems to be a broader over-focus on “hearts and minds” campaigns, which
may work with an insurgency but, within the current context, is insufficient for the ongoing and
emerging challenges.

'Thus, our assessment of the transition period from an
Ethiopian-only TCC to a multidimensional force is that while
the mission has done well to cope with the transitional period,
the mission is “not doing well compared to two years ago”. Part
of this challenge lies within the transitional period and the
need to be robust in the response by the TCCs to demonstrate
its ability to posture and respond rapidly to incidents. A
broader over-focus on “hearts and minds” campaigns may
work with an insurgency but, within the current context, is

insufhicient for the ongoing and emerging challenges.

Nevertheless, while expectations for the mission are high, the mission is still not operating at
the full capacity outlined in the mandate. For example, on 27 June 2011, UN Security Council
Resolution (UNSCR) 1990 (2011) established, for six months, UNISFA and authorised a
Police Component comprising a maximum of 50 personnel. The UNPOLs primary mandate

was to help establish the Abyei Police Service (APS). In the absence of the APS, UNSCR 2205
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(2015) authorised UNISFA to enhance the capacities of the CPCs/JPCs to enhance Law and
Order. Strategically, the UNPOL Component operates in eight Team Sites evenly distributed
within the Abyei area, with a minimum of four UNPOL officers at each site. According to
UNSCR 2575 (2021), adopted on 14 May 2021, the UNISFA Police strength should be 640
personnel, including 148 Individual Police Officers and three FPUs, each with 164 members.
However, it does not operate near this capacity and is still waiting for these forces. Similar
observations in the failure of African-led Peace Support Operations that focus only on “hearts
and minds” campaigns were made in a recent report by EPON on the Multinational Joint Task
Force in the Lake Chad Basin region, where the focus needed to be broader and absorbed and
embrace wider perspectives.®® The authors of that report and more recent research have pointed
towards the primacy of politics and the ability of the mission to lead from behind as crucial to

deal with these challenges.®’

However, it does not operate near this capacity and is still
waiting for these forces. Similar observations in the failure

of African-led Peace Support Operations that focus only on
“hearts and minds” campaigns were made in a recent report
by EPON on the Multinational Joint Task Force in the Lake
Chad Basin region, where the focus needed to be broader and

absorbed and embrace wider perspectives.

Civilian aspects of the mission

Each peacekeeping mission has a military component specifically designed to fulfil the man-
date and operational requirements of that mission. It is a fact that civilian personnel play an
ever more critical role in stabilisation and integrated peacekeeping operations. Their roles often
connect political, humanitarian, development and military activities to assist the host country’s
transition from conflict to sustainable peace.” Besides, adequate protection of civilians requires
a careful complement of both military and civilian personnel and communication and collab-
oration between the two entities. After many years of the existence of the UNISFA and the
presence of a seemingly sizeable military component, there appears to be no significant civilian
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mission support integrated well enough to match the mandated tasks. Essentially, UNISFA’s
current military capabilities outweigh the civilian and police components, and the mission
reflects a wartime footing. The lack of strong civilian and police functions could be traced to
the original mandated mission, which focused primarily on security and the use of force to pro-
tect civilians and humanitarian workers but also to keep forces from Sudan and South Sudan
out. Considering that the mission has a Chapter VII mandate that requires it to take coercive
actions concerning threats to peace and security, the military was better placed to undertake
those functions, explaining why the mission framework appeared military-heavy. Over the years,
the challenges confronting the operational environment have evolved. The response has also
changed from one primarily focused on internal security to the current atmosphere bedevilled
by multidimensional risk factors accentuated by numerous political, social and economic issues.
Much as UNISFA remains essential to the stability of the border regions between Sudan and
South Sudan, the progress over the years has demanded the creation of a robust civilian unit to
support those multidimensional risk factors and tasks that the mission is confronted with.

'The lack of strong civilian and police functions could be traced
to the original mandated mission, which focused primarily

on security and the use of force to protect civilians and
humanitarian workers but also to keep forces from Sudan and

South Sudan out.

Many of the respondents the team interacted with agreed that creating an adequately integrated
civilian unit within the mission, with all its complements, would help support and contribute
to progress towards political resolution of the dispute. What was clear from the interaction
was that with the 285 civilians (not all focused on mission-specific tasks) against a military
and police strength of 3 097, the civilians available could not carry out the vast, mandated task
expected of civilians within the mission. Given the scale and gravity of the changing security
landscape in Abyei, the mission requires a joint collaborative effort of components, especially
civilians, to address the security challenges proactively. Lessons learned from other UN opera-
tions have repeatedly demonstrated the importance of having a multidimensional peacekeeping
operation with unambiguous guidance on their tasks.” Particularly for UNISFA, the number
of civilian-mandated tasks has increased dramatically in the last five years.”” From the rule of
law to protecting h