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The regime of Sudan's 
President Omar Al Bashir's 
regime is facing its most 
important challenges in 
recent years. 
 
 

On 21 November 13 people were arrested in Khartoum and accused of 
plotting a coup d'état. Whilst details remain unclear, the high profile of 
those arrested points to a growing threat faced by the Sudanese regime1. 
Internal splits within the governing National Congress Party (NCP) signal 
the difficult political challenges facing President Omar Al Bashir, who has 
also recently undergone two throat operations and is rumoured to be 
critically ill. Bashir's perceived weakness may contribute to the instability, 
although the key challenge for Khartoum is the huge economic blow 
caused by South Sudanese independence in July 2011.  

Although Sudan has attracted significant international attention during 
the past decade — due to the Darfur and South Sudan conflicts — the 
focus has shifted away from Khartoum in the past 18 months. Instead, the 
challenges faced by the newborn state and the possibility of an inter-state 
war have come to dominate the headlines. Yet the Sudanese regime is 
also facing some of the most serious challenges to its stability of recent 
history2. The country's future trajectory, including the real potential for 
destabilisation, will also significantly impact the region, as Sudan occupies 
a key position between the Middle East and Africa.  

An economy in freefall: Will the politics follow?  

 
 
 
 
Sudan lost 75 % of its oil 
revenues following the 
independence of South 

Sudan's current predicament, which bears the hallmarks of a potentially 
transformative one, is first and foremost the consequence of South 
Sudanese independence. The event led to the loss of 75 % of Sudan's oil 
exports, which provided most of the country's foreign currency reserves 
and contributed more than two-thirds of government revenues in 
previous budgets. The consequences of this loss are stark: the Sudanese 
economy contracted by 4.5 % in 2011 and is expected to fall by an 

 
1'Coup claims expose splits in Sudan regime', Financial Times, 26 November 2012. 
http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/cef00eb8-37ea-11e2-b8d3-00144feabdc0.html  
2 International Crisis Group, 'Sudan: mayor reform or more war', 29 November 2012. 
http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/africa/horn-of-africa/sudan/194-sudan-major-
reform-or-more-war.pdf  

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/cef00eb8-37ea-11e2-b8d3-00144feabdc0.html
http://www.crisisgroup.org/%7E/media/Files/africa/horn-of-africa/sudan/194-sudan-major-reform-or-more-war.pdf
http://www.crisisgroup.org/%7E/media/Files/africa/horn-of-africa/sudan/194-sudan-major-reform-or-more-war.pdf
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Sudan.  
 
 
 
Its economy will contract by 
11.2 percent this year. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This has encouraged 
popular protests and 
reduced the regime's 
resources. 

impressive 11.2 % in 2012, according to the IMF.  

Despite unpopular austerity measures, such as the reduction of fuel 
subsidies, the government's amended 2012 budget reflected a USD 2 
billion deficit. The draft budget for 2013 foresees a slightly lesser deficit: 
USD 1.5 billion. or 3.4 % of GDP3. The dire economic situation and loss of 
foreign reserves have led to an inflation rate of 46 % and a depreciation of 
the Sudanese Pound (SDG) on the parallel market4. In attempt to make up 
for lost oil revenues, Khartoum is actively engaged in securing foreign 
investment — chiefly from China and the Middle East — to expand gold 
mining activities and rebuild foreign reserves. (At present, gold exports 
add up to USD 2-3 billion per year5.) 

This dire economic situation contributes to the growing political instability 
in two principal ways. The lack of employment and austerity measures 
have spurred popular discontent. Protests, led by university students, 
were organised this summer after the fuel subsidy was diminished. These 
have reignited sporadically since, most recently a few days ago, after the 
bodies of four students were found in a canal in Khartoum after they had 
taken part in a university sit-in. The demonstrations have been  severely 
repressed by the security forces: eight people were killed in Nyala (Darfur), 
for example, on 31 July6. A second, perhaps more important, way in which 
economic hardship poses a political challenge is the cut in funds available 
to the regime. Three quarters of the 2012 budget were earmarked for the 
defence, security and interior sectors, and for 'sovereign expenses', 
including allowances for the legislative and executive bodies7. For a 
regime accustomed to relying on the military and well-greased patronage 
networks, the loss of oil resources could be fatal. As armed conflict in the 
south threatens to expand and political opposition in the capital grows 
more visible, the government's reduced room for manoeuvre is causing 
internal tensions.  

Internal fragmentation and increasing opposition 
 
 
 
 
Army generals and 

Tensions among the different regime elements — the Sudanese Islamic 
Movement (SIM), the NCP and the government — are not new. But the 
November arrests may be a sign that tensions pose a growing threat. The 
operation, carried out by the National Intelligence and Security Service 
(NISS), appeared to constitute a strike against a dissenting faction within 

 
3 'Sudanese government approves 2013 draft budget, says no lifting of fuel subsidies', 
Sudan Tribune, 4 December 2012. http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?article44733  
4 USD 1 = 6.5 SDG compared to an official USD 1 = 4.4 SDG rate. 'Sudan currency falls to 
new lows as government sounds warning bell on spending', Sudan Tribune, 3 December 
2012.  http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?article44710   
5 'Sudan: The new gold rush', Africa Confidential, Vol 53 N°24, 30 November 2012 
6'Deaths in Sudan's biggest price protests', Al Jazeera, 1 August 2012. Available at: 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/africa/2012/08/201281145276112.html  
'Sudan police teargas protesters after student deaths', Reuters, 10 December 2012 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/12/10/us-sudan-protest-idUSBRE8B80I720121210  
7 International Crisis Group, op. cit. 

http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?article44733
http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?article44710
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/africa/2012/08/201281145276112.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/12/10/us-sudan-protest-idUSBRE8B80I720121210
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intelligence officers were 
among the 13 people 
arrested for plotting a coup 
d'état in November.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The arrests signal a 
widening rift between hard- 
and soft-liners in Khartoum. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Political opposition is 
growing, and protests are 
becoming more frequent. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
An alliance of armed groups 
— the Sudan Revolutionary 
Front (SRF) — was launched 
in 2011. 

the SIM, although whether the strike was pre-emptive or a response to an 
existing plan is unclear. The most prominent figures arrested were Salah 
Abdullah 'Gosh', who had been intelligence chief for a decade but left the 
government in 2011, and General Mohamed Ibrahim Abdel Jalil ('Wad 
Ibrahim'), a leading military figure popular among Islamists. All those 
arrested belong to Al Sa'aihoun, an Islamist faction within the SIM that had 
voiced calls for reform. This reformist current, led by NCP parliamentary 
leader Ghazi Salah Al-Din Al-Atabani (who was also questioned by the 
NISS), was sidelined at the recent SIM General Conference, in which a small 
conservative circle close to Al Bashir asserted its control.   

The arrests are only the most visible sign of the emerging split among 
the regime's hard- and soft- liners. These factions diverge on their 
strategy to deal with rebel armed groups and opposition parties, and on 
what should be Sudan's diplomatic course and the framework for 
relations with South Sudan. In the ongoing power contest, the groups 
tap into various nationalist and Islamist discourses, with the regime’s 
hardliners offering an opening to radical Salafist groups. This may 
explain the police’s permissiveness during the attacks against the US, UK 
and German embassies in Khartoum that were triggered by the film 'The 
Innocence of Muslims'8. Some, however, perceive the apparent 
complicity between Salafists and regime hardliners as a 'marriage of 
convenience', which may exacerbate instability9.  

In any case, internal divisions undercut the regime’s ability to face the 
opposition … and at a moment when the opposition is growing on 
different fronts. Last July, the National Consensus Forces (NCF) — an 
umbrella organisation comprising the country's most important 
opposition parties, women’s organisations and trade unions — published 
a 24-point Democratic Alternative Charter (DAC) calling for constitutional 
reform and a transitional government to implement this transformation. 
The NCF is itself affected by internal divisions (provoked in part by the 
government’s co-opting efforts) and has failed to build the mass 
movement around the fuel protests that many hoped would lead to a 
'Sudanese spring'. This may change as the economic crisis increasingly 
impacts the middle classes. 

In parallel, a growing confrontation between the Sudan Armed Forces 
(SAF) and armed rebel groups is taking place in the country's peripheral 
regions. The Sudan People's Liberation Movement-North (SPLM-N), which 
is now formally independent of the regime in Juba, has control over much 
of the rural areas in the Blue Nile and Southern Kordofan states and has 
allied with the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM) and other Darfur 
rebels opposed to the Doha peace agreement. This alliance, launched in 
August 2011 and labelled the Sudan Revolutionary Front (SRF), aims to 

 
8 'Rioters besiege British, German and US embassies in Khartoum', The Guardian, 14 
September 2012. Available at: http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/sep/14/rioters-
besiege-western-embassies-khartoum  
9 International Crisis Group, op. cit. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/sep/14/rioters-besiege-western-embassies-khartoum
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/sep/14/rioters-besiege-western-embassies-khartoum
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secure regime change in Khartoum. Although a straightforward military 
victory appears unlikely, the SRF is a growing threat, as the front engages 
the SAF in a costly war, draining the regime's precious resources. The rapid 
collapse of Sudan's economy could thus limit the strategy historically used 
by Khartoum to control the country: marginalising political rivals and 
exercising military control at the country’s periphery, while co-opting 
rivals in the centre. Economic pressures are emboldening the opposition 
and placing greater strain on the regime, encouraging its fragmentation. 

A pivotal country in a rapidly changing region 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sudan is at the crossroads of 
Africa and the Middle East, 
and its future trajectory will 
influence regional dynamics.  
 

Sudan's potential destabilisation would be, much like its current economic 
crisis, deeply linked to the regional context. The collapse in post-
independence border and oil talks prompted South Sudan to stop 
producing oil in January. The subsequent military escalation brought both 
countries to the verge of an all-out war, only averted by the efforts of the 
African Union and the UN. A cooperation agreement between parties was 
signed on 27 September 2012, providing for oil exports to restart before 
the end of the year, although this now appears unlikely10. In addition to 
quarrelling over oil, Khartoum and Juba are engaged in a costly proxy war, 
with the South helping the SPLM-N and Sudan backing rebels in South 
Sudan. The conflict's humanitarian costs have attracted international 
attention, as has President Salva Kiir's worrying governance record.  

But this should not divert the focus away from the challenges faced by 
Khartoum. Sudan occupies a key geostrategic position at the centre of 
interlocking African and Middle Eastern dynamics, as has been 
demonstrated by a number of recent events: the presence of leading 
Islamists from Tunisia, Egypt and Palestine at the SIM Conference, for 
example, and the alleged Israeli bombing of an arms factory linked to Iran 
(and used to manufacture weapons smuggled into the Gaza Strip)11. 
Political turmoil and instability in the Middle East, North Africa and the 
Sahel are signs of a region undergoing profound changes. Sudan's fragile 
situation deserves international attention, as its future trajectory will have 
an important impact beyond its borders. 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
10 'Sudan urges South Sudan to expel rebels for oil restart', Reuters, 5 December 2012 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/12/05/us-sudan-south-idUSBRE8B415920121205  
11 Africa Confidential: 'Target Khartoum', Vol 53 N°22, 2 November 2012; and 'The plot 
thickens', Vol 53 N°24, 30 November 2012   

http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/12/05/us-sudan-south-idUSBRE8B415920121205
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