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Stemming the spread of HIV/AIDS in Sudan
Sudan. The organisation provides
counselling to help people to live a
normal life and to play a key role in
educating their communities about
methods of HIV/AIDS contraction
and prevention as well as in fighting
the stigma surrounding the disease.
According to Joseph Jenoro Ochilla,
SPLWHACA’s head, “The purpose of
the counselling is, yes, to provide
support but also to instil confidence
in the HIV/AIDS-infected person so
that they can go out into the community and make people aware of the
issue by saying, ‘I am HIV positive
and that is okay.’”
The 250 members of the SPLWHACA
work around the clock on a voluntary basis to provide support and
to educate communities in seven
of Sudan’s 18 states. Their work is
beset by obstacles. Due to lack of
funding, they have no office. When
they try to educate Sudanese about
HIV/AIDS, they are often ridiculed,
even thrown out by communities,
largely due to the correlation of HIV/

AIDS transmission with sexual intercourse outside of marriage, an act
condemned by the country’s Islamic
shari’a law. As Ochilla explains, “The
people in Sudan want to keep those
who are positive in a fenced area so
as not to disturb the community. But
they don’t understand that those of
us who are aware that we are positive are less dangerous than those
who are positive but do not know
they are positive.”
Asha Ebrahim, SPLWHACA information counsellor, became involved
with the network when she learnt
that she was HIV positive as a result
of a blood transfusion. The most
difficult thing about living with
HIV/AIDS in Sudan, she says, is the
harsh treatment by her peers due to
the stigma surrounding the disease.
“As soon as the man who owns the
house I am renting learns that I am
positive, I am kicked out. Teachers in
the school tell my children that there
is no place for them.” Despite these
difficulties, Asha is dedicated to

informing and educating the people
of Sudan about HIV/AIDS. She has
appeared on numerous television
programmes and has become a key
speaker in many HIV/AIDS-related
workshops throughout Sudan.
For Ochilla, the reward of working
with SPLWHACA is in seeing those
infected with HIV/AIDS begin to
believe in a happier future and in
watching communities gradually
open up to the messages spread by
SPLWHACA members. “In the end it
is not easy but we are dedicated to
the work because we believe that it
is important and that in time we can
make a difference in the spread of
HIV/AIDS in Sudan.”
Shannon Egan is a freelance
journalist in Sudan. Email:
shannonegan1@yahoo.com. Among
others she writes for IRIN: www.
irinnews.org.
1. See Paul Spiegel and Alia Nankoe, ‘UNHCR’s
work with refugees and HIV/AIDS: lessons
learned’, FMR17, www.fmreview.org/FMRpdfs/
FMR19/FMR1909.pdf

Separated children in south
Sudan

by Una McCauley

Huge numbers of young people in south Sudan are
growing up away from their parents. Research ﬁndings
suggest many would rather live outside unsupportive
family structures and that they are increasingly more
dependent on each other for support and comfort than on
adults.

W

ar has skewed the demographic balance in south
Sudan where children make
up 53% of the population. Due to the
large number of men who have either been killed or forced to migrate
in search of work, females comprise
55% of the population. Women have
had to take on a wide range of responsibilities that they did not have
before the war, challenging family
dynamics in a hierarchical maledominated society.
As child-focused agencies in south
Sudan have moved towards viewing
the protection of vulnerable children
more holistically it has become clear
that there are significant cyclical

linkages between family separation, voluntary or involuntary, and
vulnerability to recruitment, abduction, sexual exploitation and other
horrors which characterise the lives
of many young people in southern
Sudan. Children who are separated
from their original primary carers
are more likely to leave subsequent
carers due to ill-treatment and
perceived lack of love and support.
Concerns about the encroaching
impact that HIV/AIDS will have on
household structures have led to an
increased interest in separated children and children without primary
care givers. The potential movement of large numbers of IDPs and
refugees from the North and from

neighbouring countries raises concern about children who may be left
behind, or become separated prior to
departure or while returning, as well
as the impact that high numbers of
returnees may have on family coping
mechanisms.
There is a pressing need to better
understand separation: who are they,
how or why do they become separated, what are their choices, what
coping mechanisms do children,
their families, carers and communities employ and how do they perceive separation. UNICEF, Save the
Children UK and Save the Children
Sweden sought to answer these questions by talking to a small sample
of children and adults in southern
Sudan affected directly or indirectly
by family separation.

How children get separated
There are many reasons why and
how so many southern children
have become separated from their
families. Sometimes they are forced
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Military recruitment has been a
significant cause of separation as all
protagonists have used children in
combat and support roles. Children
reported that their decision to enlist
was often voluntary – that they
decided to escape difficult and abusive domestic situations or to seek
revenge for the killing of loved ones.
The SPLM used to recruit children
and separate them from their families but also claims that their army

provided a safe and secure place for
separated children with no-one else
to care for them. Of some 16,000
children who were formally demobilised from the SPLA between 2001
and the end of 2003, more than two
thirds were living away from their
families. While their return has been
relatively easy, this is not the case
with other armed forces in the South,
particularly GoS-backed militia who
recruited children by force or promises of cash rewards.
Another high-profile group are
children abducted, along with
women and livestock, during raids
by northerners or, less frequently, in
the course of South-South inter-tribal
raiding between the Dinka and Nuer
and the Merle and the Nuer. Because
much tribal raiding takes place in
inaccessible areas there is no real
understanding of the extent of the
problem.
Labour migration has also caused
significant separation. Within southern communities there is a reluctance to acknowledge movement to
Khartoum or other areas controlled
by the GoS. However, most families
have relatives who have gone ‘North’
and the relationship between the
‘North’ and ‘South’ is a lot more fluid
than most people in the south care
to admit. The children who took
part in the study who had been left
behind when parents migrated were
cared for in the extended family or
clan.
Separation is also often the result of
the traditional belief among Nilotic

tribes that early male separation
from the family is part of the process of growing up. Neither the adult
nor the child respondents in the
research found the actual process
of boys leaving home alarming.
Young males have left home to look
for a better education or life in the
cash economy or refugee camps in
neighbouring countries, voluntarily
separating themselves from their
families at a relatively early age. A
UNICEF study of street children in
Khartoum found that most were
young male southerners, many
of whom had opted to leave their
families in the south in the hope of
bettering themselves.
Among the different tribal groups of
south Sudan, responsibility for caring for orphaned children or those
who have lost their primary carers
usually falls within the extended
family, often to maternal relatives.
However, after such protracted
conflict and damage to livelihoods,
families and communities are unable
to cope with the increasing numbers
of orphaned and separated children.
Most adult respondents indicated
that caring for separated children is
an unwelcome burden, the weight
of which falls almost entirely on
women.

What young people say
The overall situation for children
is bleak and the fact that so many
children are becoming separated due
to adverse conditions in their households and communities raises concerns about ‘quick-fix’ solutions to
family separation. While many of the
causes of separation are the same
for children who become separated
for the first time, the inadequate
treatment of separated children in
many instances leads to re-separation (or children leaving home to
seek a better existence).
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Voluntary separation is seen as an
attractive option by very many young
people. Children in all research communities highlighted the fact that
separated children living within family units (be they extended family or
foster families) are subject to abuse,
discrimination and neglect by their
carers, the community and other
children. The majority of separated
children interviewed said that they
did not want to be re-unified with
their families and argued that they
had left home because their lives had
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to leave their homes due to fighting;
at other times it is an informed decision on the part of the child and/or
the family. There is anecdotal evidence that large numbers of children
have become separated from their
families due to attacks and other
acts of war, military recruitment and
labour migration but little in the way
of documentation of family separation. The International Committee
of the Red Cross has done some
limited registration of war-separated
children – mostly of those who fled
in panic from aerial bombardments
– but there has never been a systematic family tracing and reunification
programme in south Sudan. This is
in part due to cultural understanding
and definitions of family separation
and to whom children belong and
the extent to which separated children are seen as economic assets to
be absorbed into new families. Many
communities do not consider that a
child living within the extended family support system can be ‘separated’
as customary care practices allow
a wide range of family and clan
members to have responsibility for
the child.
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Separated children in south Sudan
been worse. Unless improvements
could be made at the household level
they could see no reason to return.

side the home, some women are no
longer able to take care of their own
children and end up leaving home.

Girls face worse conditions, especially in Northern Bahr El Ghazal
and Western Upper Nile, where the
option to leave is denied them and
they are trapped in exploitative and
abusive situations. Many report being sexually abused by members of
their extended families and lacking
anybody to turn to. Early marriage
is not uncommon in many parts of
southern Sudan but separated girls
face the danger of being forced into
marriage at an even younger age as
this is a way for carer families to
access the dowry and relieve themselves of the burden of caring for the
child.

Children are concerned about alcohol. The issue of parental alcohol
abuse was mentioned by children in
all communities as a major factor
contributing to domestic abuse and
neglect. “Alcoholism leads to mistreatment of children, especially girls
sexually, which frustrates children
and forces them to flee their homes,”
reported an adolescent girl in Western Equatoria. Separated children
living in market towns or as child
soldiers turn to alcohol for solace.
Adults and children have noted an
increase in the use of marijuana
among boys and girls.

Being denied food is a major issue for separated children. Child
interviewees gave details as to how
separated children’s carers would
regularly deny them food and give
preferential treatment to biological
children. One chief in Western Upper
Nile told of how people caring for
separated children would often pretend that the child had “just eaten”
when the child had not been fed for
days.
All children expressed a strong belief
that education was the only way that
they could improve their situation.
Many feel that adults put up barriers
to their educational achievement.
More boys leave home to look for
education than girls. Having left
home they often arrive at their destination only to be barred from attending classes because they cannot pay
the fees. Girls are less likely to leave
to seek education as it is not considered a priority by them or by their
carers. And they are rarely given the
opportunity to attend school anyway,
even if a school is available.
All those interviewed mentioned
domestic violence, gender-based
violence and sexual harassment as
causes of separation. Women reported that that men disempowered
by the war had lost status, had become brutalised by military life and
returned to bully and harass their
wives. Children said fathers were
often so violent that their mothers
left the home, leaving them alone
with their fathers who would not
take care of them and so they in turn
would also be anxious to leave. In
the aftermath of sexual violence out-

A child in Northern Bahr el Ghazal
reported that “separated children
are abused and overworked. They
are left to look for their own food
even when the father is still alive.”
Affection traditionally comes from
mothers and not from fathers. While
a child who still has a father may
not be defined as a separated child
it seems that many of them share
the same feeling of being uncared
for. Adult and child respondents
stressed that a child whose mother
had died was as badly off as a child
with both parents dead. Widowed
fathers have very little to do with a
child’s upbringing. In many cases,
fathers meet their own food needs
by going to a neighbour or relative’s
house but often do not provide
cooked food for their own children
and this is considered acceptable
behaviour by adults.
Separated children often form small
child-headed households. Children
living in market towns in Northern
Bahr El Ghazal described how they
rely on each other for emotional and
physical support. “Children help
each other by sharing food, older
boys protecting younger boys and
girls from other boys who might
harm them. They help each other
with work like pounding sorghum,
washing clothes and taking care of
cattle.”
Young people have a clear idea about
what is good for them and they are
able to make intelligent decisions
about their lives. The decision of
many separated children not to
return to their homes unless there
are significant improvements has to
be recognised.
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There is a clear sense of grievance
among many children about the way
they have been treated at home:
denied education, used for work and,
importantly, denied love and care.
The children seemed to have a very
clear idea of what they wanted from
their parents and they consistently
asserted in interviews that it was
their right to receive love and emotional care from their parents as well
as having their physical needs taken
care of. If these rights were not being
addressed then it was a good enough
reason to leave home.
Researchers were surprised by the
strength of opinion expressed by
the children when interviewed about
the impact an unhappy home has on
their lives. Many children attribute
separation to how badly children are
treated in the family and how little
love and affection they feel they receive. Girls described a ‘good home’
as one in which
■ there is love
■ there is food, in which each child
gets an equal share
■ no one insults you
■ you look forward to being there
at the end of the day
■ people do things together
■ there is no discrimination between children
■ nobody talks about who is an
orphan and who is not
■ you are allowed to go to school.

Refocusing child protection
In recent years much of the attention
of international agencies working
in child protection has centred on
activities with high-profile groups of
children – for example, the demobilisation of children associated with
the fighting forces and the return
of abducted children and women
from Government of Sudan (GoS)
areas. The child protection sector in
southern Sudan is small and underresourced and more must be done to
address the protection needs of the
most vulnerable children, whoever
and wherever they are.
It is important to:
■ abandon romantic notions of the
ever elastic and welcoming nature
of extended families and host
communities
■ recognise the legitimacy of
children’s anger at the way they
have been treated at home, denied
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dardised models of follow up and
community monitoring to assess
how well protected separated and
reunified children are and address their immediate protection
concerns
■ support community-based social
work to find mechanisms to
listen to what children and young
people are saying and to help

adults recognise the dangers of
inter-generational conflict and
resentment.
Una McCauley is a UNICEF Protection Officer, south Sudan.
Email: umccauley@unicef.org.
UNICEF in Sudan: www.uniicef.
org/infobycountry/sudan.html

Gender, education and peace in
southern Sudan

by Jackie Kirk

Expanding access to education for boys and girls is a
critical Millennium Development Goal and peacebuilding challenge. In southern Sudan, as in other
post-conﬂict societies, many girls remain excluded from
schooling opportunities which could help develop the
knowledge, skills and attitudes to build a peaceful society.

T

he SPLM’s Secretariat of Education (SoE) has explicitly linked
gender, education and peace
within the Directorate of Gender
Equity and Social Change. This
forward-looking move recognises the
potential of education to enhance a
gender-just peace. The SoE now has
the challenge of addressing very high
expectations for education in ways
which are regionally, ethnically and
gender equitable. Regional disparities are significant: girls in Bahr El
Ghazal, Upper Nile, Nuba Mountains
and Southern Blue Nile face considerable and practical challenges in
accessing education as there are so
few schools in these areas.
The Gender Equity Support Programme (GESP) of the SoE/Sudan
Basic Education Programme (SBEP)1
provides scholarship support to over
2,000 girls and women in secondary
schools and teacher training institutions. Designed to address barriers
to girls’ education, it provides funds
to secondary schools and teacher
training institutions based on the
number of girls and women enrolled.
This includes a fixed fee subsidy for
girls. Decisions about how to use
the rest of the money are made by
the schools through a participatory
process involving male and female
students as well as teachers and
school board of governor representatives. In addition, each girl receives a

‘comfort kit’ including sanitary pads,
underwear and soap.
An initial assessment indicates that
the GESP is contributing to increased
enrolment, reduced drop-out rates,
lower absenteeism and improvements in the conditions in which the
girls study and live. Comfort kits are
enabling girls to spend longer in the
classroom and to no longer absent
themselves during menstruation.
Their distribution has opened up discussion of a previously un-addressed
subject and raised awareness among
male teachers of girls’ specific needs.
Peace building in southern Sudan requires a shift from authoritarianism
and patriarchy towards more democratic and participatory approaches.
Schools are a critical site for this
transformation, not only because
the students in the schools today
are potential future leaders but also
because schools are key institutions
in communities with the potential
to model new ways of working. The
GESP has potential to make the experience of schooling for boys and girls
more gender-responsive, participatory and student-centred.
However, the institutional capacity to
understand and implement new and
complex concepts such as student
participation and gender-responsive
teaching is limited. Male teachers,

despite becoming more aware of
girls’ needs and perspectives, lack
information and tools to transform
their teaching practices accordingly.
Schools and training institutions are
requesting more input and support, including teacher training and
capacity building, to facilitate, for
example, more gender-responsive
and democratic teaching methods in
the classroom and increased status
for women teachers.
Curriculum and learning materials are important forces for gender
equality. They should enable both
boys and girls to succeed in school, to
assert their rights and to enable them
to actively participate in development
and reconstruction processes. In the
absence of a common curriculum,
secondary schools use Ugandan or
Kenyan curricula, teaching and learning materials or a combination of
both. The development of a new curriculum and examinations system for
a new state is a critical opportunity to
rethink what children learn in schools
and to reorient the content and processes of schooling to promote equity
and peace.
To do so requires rethinking not
only primary and secondary school
curricula but also what – and how
– trainee teachers learn. With support
from the SBEP, a unified teacher education curriculum is being developed
with an emphasis on student-centred methodologies and democratic
approaches in the classroom. There
is a new focus on teachers’ roles as
‘agents of change’ in schools, communities and the nation. Teachers need
to be actively engaged in creating and
sustaining gender-responsive – and
especially girl-friendly – schools and
classrooms.
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education, used for work and
denied love and care
■ prioritise support to girls
■ realise that a tradition of leaving home may be normal and not
try to impose family norms and
standards which are unacceptable
to male teenagers
■ establish community-based family tracing activities and stan-
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