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W
e want our New Su-
dan women to be well 
informed about politics. 

They are the majority of the popula-
tion … but because of ignorance, they 
are trodden upon, kept in the kitchen 
and made to procreate…. But time 
has come for us to equally dance 
with our men in the political arena. 
No man is born a politician and no 
woman is born a cook!”

Pamphlet, New Sudan Women’s As-
sociation, March 1999

“A major problem with this peace 
agreement is that it is an agreement 
negotiated without the participation 
of other political parties or civil-
society organisations in which more 
women are represented.” 

Sonia Aziz Malik, lecturer, Ahfad 
University for Women, Omdurman

Unresolved conflicts and exclusions 
seriously undermine the implemen-
tation of the Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement (CPA) signed in January 
2005. The CPA testifies to the strug-
gle of the people of southern Sudan 
and the Nuba Mountains. It may have 
largely settled the contradictions 
between the political North and the 
South but injustice in other parts of 
the country, particularly Darfur, has 
instigated fierce violence. Govern-
ment-sponsored militias have used 
rape as a tool to subjugate whole 
communities. Conflict could also 
escalate in the East, where women 
are most affected by decades of 
socio-economic, political and cultural 
marginalisation. The process leading 
to the CPA and formation of the 
‘Government of National Unity’ in 
September 2005 has been dominated 
by the SPLM and the ruling National 
Congress Party and has excluded 
most other political forces as well as 
civil society organisations, including 
women’s groups. 

It is important to remember not only 
that women’s bodies have been used 
as tools of ethnic cleansing – in the 
South, Nuba Mountains and Darfur 
– but also that women have been 
actively engaged in peace promotion. 
Women have been responsible for 
running whole communities in the 

absence of men and basic services: 
in the war-affected areas, in the 
displaced camps in Khartoum, in 
refugee camps in Kenya and other 
neighbouring countries, and in exile 
in Europe, Australia and North 
America. They have also played key 
roles in inter-tribal reconciliation ef-
forts across southern Sudan.

Women in the SPLM and 
Nairobi-based women’s 
organisations 

Women started to take an active part 
in the SPLM/A in 1984 when a ‘girls’ 
battalion’ was established. In 1985 
the New Sudan Women’s Federation 
(NSWF) was established. From initial 
focus on organising women to assist 
the wounded and feed the army, 
NSWF moved on to provide hu-
manitarian assistance to women and 
children in refugee camps and com-
menced literacy classes for women. 
In 1986 the first women joined the 
SPLM’s ‘political school’ and in 1989 
the movement established the posi-
tion of director of Women’s Affairs. 
Women participated in the process 
of preparation for the SPLM/A’s first 
convention in 1994, where 23 women 
were appointed to the movement’s 
National Liberation Council. 

Throughout the 1990s southern 
Sudanese women’s organisations 
built a movement that worked in col-
laboration with UN agencies, donors 
and local communities in Nairobi 
as well as in non-government-held 
areas. Members were continuously 
trying to create a space for women 
within various political institutions. 
To better coordinate their activi-
ties they worked with community 
organisations to set up the New 
Sudan Indigenous Organisations 
(NESI) network. Groups engaged in 
advocacy and service delivery in the 
non-government-held areas in south-
ern Sudan. NSWF established centres 
that provided legal advice to women 
affected by domestic violence. The 
Sudanese Women’s Voice for Peace 
(SWVP) ran training courses on 
conflict resolution, peace monitoring 
and leadership skills in collaboration 

with international and UN agencies.
Women’s participation in the peace 
negotiations started in 1997 when 
two women joined the SPLM negoti-
ating team. Throughout the Macha-
kos and Naivasha meetings, southern 
women such as Jemma Kumba, Anne 
Itto, Awut Deng, Agnes Lasuba, 
Christine Lino, Abuk Payiti, Susan 
Jambo, Lona Lowilla and Cecilia Oba 
formulated a clear plan to tackle 
obstacles preventing proper integra-
tion of women’s specific needs into 
the peace process. The activism of 
the Nairobi-based organisations 
developed around a very strong and 
critical discourse, which demanded 
representation in the peace talks. 
However, in the end, although civil 
society organisations associated with 
the SPLM/A attended briefings and 
consultations, they – including wom-
en’s organisations – were excluded 
from the formal peace negotiations.

In accordance with the resolutions of 
the Oslo women’s conference, held 
in April 2005, at least 30% of seats in 
all political institutions should be al-
located to women. Resolutions of the 
conference covered women’s roles 
and their access to power, resources 
and services in different spheres. 
However, focus on women’s repre-
sentation without attention to the 
gender component of the CPA and of 
other political processes might result 
in male-gendered and untransformed 
patriarchal politics, albeit with token 
female participation. It is important 
to ensure that the whole CPA and 
the constitution are engendered, 
which means that issues of redistri-
bution of power and wealth are also 
considered in relation to the posi-
tion of women and men in society, 
including women’s land ownership 
and women’s active participation in 
decision making. We must not forget 
that the CPA has been negotiated 
with a regime whose rigid ideol-
ogy actively discriminates against 
women. Given that the CPA allows 
for implementation of shari’a law in 
the North, state-led discrimination 
seems set to continue at least in the 
North. A sensitive gender approach 
can be a tool for bringing about 
genuine transformation through 
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challenging this ideology. It is also 
time to rethink the role of women 
as bearers of culture and markers 
of ethnic boundaries, expressed, for 
example, in the restrictions posed on 
intermarriage between various com-
munities in Sudan.  

Only five of the 74 positions in 
Sudan’s new government are held 
by women. The new minister of 
health, Tabita Shokai – a nurse and 
long-time Nuba activist formerly 
based in the UK – welcomes the 
fact that there are 60 women in the 
274- member National Assembly but 

argues that this is not enough. “We 
still need more representation in 
all aspects of decision making and 
there is need to build the capacity of 
women leaders.”1

Apart from the Joint Assessment 
Mission’s report, which started 
by formulating a gender strategy, 
mainstream peace and peace related 
processes have failed to look at the 
specific way in which conflict, peace 
building and post-conflict recon-
struction have affected women and 
men in a gender-specific way. They 
have not given due consideration to 

the role of women as peace builders 
and active participants in post-con-
flict reconstruction. If left unad-
dressed, this risks endangering, and 
not engendering, Sudan’s recovery 
and reconstruction.  

Nada Mustafa M Ali, a Sudanese 
academic and activist, is director 
of African Health for Empower-
ment and Development (www.
africanhealth.org.uk). Email: 
nadaprivate@yahoo.co.uk or 
nali@africanhealth.org.uk.

1. www.nationmedia.com/EastAfrican/Current/
Magazine/Magazine031020053.htm

W
ith 1.5 million IDPs ex-
pected to return home by 
the end of 2006 and the 

imminent return of refugees from 
neighbouring countries whose rates 
of HIV/AIDS prevalence greatly ex-
ceed Sudan’s estimated 2.6%, the im-
pact of the pandemic could spread.  
Abu Bakr A Waziri, HIV/AIDS project 
manager of UNFPA, warns that “…the 
situation will be very grim if the nec-
essary measures are not taken from 
now, as the returnees coming from 
these infected areas will intermingle 
with the people in their new area.”
 
The head of UNHCR’s HIV/AIDS pro-
gramme, Paul Spiegel, acknowledges 
the potential risks of an increase in 
HIV infections but urges people not 
to jump to conclusions with regard 
to HIV prevalence among returnees. 
“While it is true that conflict-
affected populations and refugees 
are at greater risk of HIV infection 
– because of sexual violence and 
disruption of health services – this 
doesn’t necessarily translate into 
higher infection rates,” Spiegel said. 
“Actual infection rates are highly 
context specific.” Key factors include 
the HIV prevalence in the area of 
origin, infection rates of the popula-
tion surrounding refugee camps and 

the time refugees have spent in the 
camp. In addition, the increased risk 
of HIV infection in a time of conflict 
could be offset by a decreased risk 
as refugees’ mobility is reduced and 
their level of HIV/AIDS awareness 
raised through educational pro-
grammes in refugee camps.1

 
Rather than perceiving the return 
of Sudanese refugees as a potential 
risk for increased HIV infections 
in southern Sudan, Spiegel prefers 
to see the return of refugees as an 
opportunity. Those who have been 
educated in camps about HIV/AIDS 
and who have been trained as health 
workers or nurses can in turn edu-
cate and assist the communities with 
which and to which they will return. 
 

Response

Government institutions have be-
come increasingly aware of the situa-
tion and have initiated HIV/AIDS pre-
vention programmes throughout the 
country. Education authorities have 
introduced teaching about the risks 
of unprotected sex in both primary 
and secondary school curricula. The 
Ministry of Religion is encouraging 
Muslim and Christian communities 
to discuss preventive measures. 

Military authorites are instructing 
soldiers in the use of condoms. 
 
In 2003 President Omar al-Bashir 
shook hands with HIV/AIDS-infected 
people in front of an audience of 
over 1,000 Sudanese citizens in 
order to spread the message that 
those living with HIV/AIDS would be 
supported by the nation. During this 
assembly, the president also made 
a commitment to support and fund 
projects dedicated to eradicating the 
spread of HIV/AIDS.

UNAIDS, UNFPA and UNHCR have 
made a commitment to support, 
fund and collaborate with one 
another’s HIV/AIDS-related projects. 
These focus on motivating commu-
nity leaders to speak out in public 
about HIV/AIDS issues, enabling 
more people to access treatment, 
educating displaced people in camps 
and rural areas so that they can in 
turn educate their communities once 
they return home, and involving Su-
danese people living with HIV/AIDS 
in informing, educating and counsel-
ling others. 

HIV/AIDS-infected people 
join the fight
 
The Sudanese People Living with HIV/
AIDS Care Association (SPLWHACA) 
was established in 2003 in Khartoum 
by local HIV/AIDS-infected persons 
to provide support to the more than 
600,000 people with HIV/AIDS in 

Stemming the spread of HIV/
AIDS in Sudan                 by Shannon Egan

International and Sudanese organisations working to 
prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS fear an increase in 
infection rates as a result of large return movements of 
refugees and IDPs.
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