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Sudan: A transition under pressure
SUMMARY
One year after its inception, the transitional government of Sudan, born out of the protests that
brought down the 30-year regime of Omar al-Bashir in 2019, continues to face grave challenges at
domestic and international level.
The hybrid government, composed of civilians and members of the security forces, declared that
peace negotiations and tackling the economic crisis would be its priorities during a 39-month
transitional period leading up to elections in 2022. On 3 October 2020, the government concluded
a peace deal with several armed groups. Although spurned by the main armed group in Darfur,
peace negotiations made headway towards addressing persistent inequalities between the centre
and the peripheries, amending originally agreed power-sharing arrangements and securing a
commitment from the new cabinet to hand over the suspects wanted by the International Criminal
Court. Funding constraints could however threaten the implementation of a peace deal, as longstanding structural issues, unsustainable levels of debt and crippling inflation already beset Sudan's
economy, further damaged by the impact of the lockdown imposed in response to the Covid-19
pandemic.
Economic concerns have spilled over onto the diplomatic sphere: under US pressure, Sudan has
agreed to a rapprochement with Israel in order to secure its removal from the US terror list, a
prerequisite for obtaining debt relief. This has further tested the coalition's coherence, and public
support for government policies.
The EU has been supporting the transition towards a civilian government and has pledged a massive
rise in development and humanitarian funding.
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Sudan: A transition under pressure

Background
A legacy of conflict and misrule
On 11 April 2019, sustained protests triggered the ousting of Sudan's President, Omar al-Bashir, by
the military. The Gulf monarchies, which had supported Bashir but saw him as unreliable, tacitly
approved the decision of his security committee of erstwhile loyalists to oust him. The end of his
30-year rule ushered in a historic political transition, but one saddled with the legacy of conflict and
misrule. Once Africa's largest country, Sudan split in two in 2011 after decades of fighting that pitted
the predominantly Muslim 'Arab' north against the non-Muslim 'African' south. Bashir's Islamist
regime maintained power by repressing the opposition and cultivating a costly network of
patronage. A key tool in managing the breadth and diversity of the country was the brutal
oppression of the 'far periphery', where security forces and their affiliates crushed rebellion by
armed groups based in the politically, culturally and economically marginalised regions of Darfur
and the 'Two Areas', South Kordofan and Blue Nile. The continuing counter-insurgency campaigns
and bloated security sector weighed on the economy, further weakened by the effects of
mismanagement, corruption and US sanctions. The secession of South Sudan cost Sudan 75 % of its
oil production, two-thirds of export earnings and over half of its fiscal revenue. By December 2018,
the economic decline had led to shortages of fuel, medicine and cash. The tripling of the bread price
because of austerity measures imposed by the government 1 sparked demands for regime change
that ushered in mass protests.

Sustained protests
The uprising that began on
19 December 2018 in towns of the
'near periphery' of Khartoum evolved
into the most sustained civilian
protest movement in the history of
Sudan, despite heavy repression.
Explanations for its resilience have
focused mainly on the composition,
level of organisation and tactics
employed by the opposition coalition.
Once the protests spread to
Khartoum, leadership passed to the
Sudanese Professionals Association
(SPA), established in 2016 as an
alliance of trade unions banned under
Bashir's rule. It created, alongside the
main opposition party coalitions
(National Consensus Forces (NCF) and
Sudan Call) and civic organisations, an
alliance of Forces for Freedom and
Change (FFC), supported by entities
Integrated food security phase classification (IPC) – data
in the Sudanese business community.
source: fews.net, July 2020.
Their joint declaration, signed on
1 January 2019, called for a transitional period until the establishment of a 'sound democratic
structure'. Countrywide demonstrations lasted throughout the spring of 2019. Women played a
prominent role in street protests calling for regime change, mobilised by networks of youth and
spread via social media. Spearheaded by the SPA, the diverse movement was well organised
through neighbourhood resistance committees and a coordination infrastructure.

Map 1 – Sudan: Food security (July 2020)
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Protests, disciplined in their commitment to non-violence, continued even after the military had
deposed Bashir (11 April 2019), as its replacement, the Transitional Military Council (TMC),
rebuffed calls for a prompt transition to civilian rule. A violent crackdown on 3 June 2019 proved
a turning point, when the TMC deployed forces that killed at least 120 protesters. A cascade of mass
protests, international pressure on the junta including condemnation by the United Nations (UN)
Security Council and the suspension of Sudan's membership by the African Union (AU) made the
prospect of continued military rule untenable. Regional mediation by the AU and Ethiopia assisted
the FFC and the TMC in reaching a three-year power-sharing agreement announced on 4 July 2019
and signed on 17 July 2020 (see box below). A month later, they adopted a constitutional declaration
outlining the transitional arrangements, and on 21 August 2019, the TMC was disbanded and
replaced by a joint military-civilian Sovereign Council. The FFC nominated the respected economist
Abdalla Hamdok as Sudan's new prime minister and his 18-minister cabinet, including four
women, was announced a few weeks later. The head of the TMC, Lt. Gen. Abdel-Fattah Burhan –
former commander in Central Darfur State and in Yemen – and his deputy, General Muhammad
Hamdan Dagolo, known as 'Hemeti' – the powerful chief of the paramilitary Rapid Support Forces –
were appointed to lead the Sovereign Council. The formation of the provisional institutional setup
led the AU to lift Sudan's suspension.

Fractured security forces
Bashir's downfall altered the power relations within a fractious security establishment in control of
both major revenue streams and instruments of repression. His regime had rested on four pillars:
the National Congress Party (NCP) – the successor of the National Islam Front that backed Bashir's
coup in 1989 – the National Intelligence and Security Service (NISS), the Sudanese Armed Forces
(SAF), and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF). The transitional authorities reconfigured the NISS as the
General Intelligence Service, dedicated only to intelligence-gathering and stripped of its other
internal security capabilities, and dissolved the NCP. Although the army and the RSF occupy
prominent roles in the new regime, their relationship is fraught. The SAF had been weakened as an
institution when Bashir purged the top ranks and cultivated paramilitary forces as a bulwark against
potential insurrection. The RSF, based on the Janjaweed militia in Darfur, emerged as the strongest
among them. Hemeti rose to national prominence after his forces gained control of Sudan's most
lucrative gold mines at Jebel Amir in 2017. The RSF has also poached SAF officers by offering them
better pay. During the transition, the SAF and RSF have competed for resources, such as control of
parastatal companies and the formidable NISS intelligence network. Those surviving deep state
structures remain a challenge for Sudan, which ranked 173rd out of 180 countries on the
Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index in 2019.

A challenged transition
Power-sharing
A compromise document, the August 2019 Constitutional Declaration drew criticism on the legal
inadequacy of safeguards against potential abuses of power. Politically, the FFC came under fire
after the role of political parties became more pronounced in the power-sharing negotiations.
Women, who had been at the forefront of the demonstrations, did not achieve the representation
they wished for. The heterogeneous coalition partners have since disagreed over strategy and
organisation. The debate on FFC structures erupted during the transition. The coalition fractured
further in 2020 as a narrow group of party leaders came to dominate the FFC leadership while the
influence of civil society waned.
The institutional settlement on power-sharing between the civilian FFC and the military TMC
addressed only one part of a twin transition away from authoritarianism and armed conflict. Their
dominant factions viewed the role of armed groups as a separate issue to be dealt with later, rather
than as part of a national power-sharing arrangement. The Sudanese Revolutionary Front (SRF), an
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alliance of armed groups from the
peripheries formed in 2011, participated
in the FFC and engaged in parallel
negotiations with its leadership.
However, the substance of the resulting
peace document, agreed in Addis Ababa
in July, was not included in the
Constitutional Declaration. The SRF
denounced
the
new
promptly
settlement, insisting future peace
agreements override it. Nor was the SRF
consulted on or included among the
cabinet nominees, prompting it to call for
a restructuring of the state.
By March 2020, the FFC was coming
under pressure to set up the legislative
council and appoint new civilian
governors, having agreed to hold off for
the benefit of the peace talks (see below
'Transitional
priorities:
Sustainable
peace'). The prime minister had the
power to make the appointments but
refrained from doing so for fear that the
FFC list of nominees would spark protests
at the lack of local representation.

Power-sharing arrangements
The Sovereign Council was designated head of state and
Supreme Commander of the SAF, RSF and other uniformed
forces. It is composed of 14 members (5 from the TMC,
5 from the FFC, a civilian selected jointly, and
3 representatives from the armed groups - signatories of the
peace agreement) who take decisions by consensus or 2/3
majority. It is to be led for 21 months (with a start date
redefined as 3 October 2020) by a TMC member (currently
A.-F. Burhan, with 'Hemeti' as deputy) and then for
18 months by a civilian member. Members of the Sovereign
Council and cabinet cannot run in elections to be held at the
end of the 39-month transitional period.
The Council of Ministers is led by a prime minister selected
by the FFC (currently A. Hamdok). The prime minister
appoints ministers from an FFC nomination list, except for
the ministers of defence and interior, chosen by the TMC.
The cabinet takes charge of running the country, including
managing the civil service, drawing up the budget and
overseeing state agencies outside the security sector.
The October 2020 Constitutional revision creates a Council
of Transition Partners to help them find common
positions.
A Transitional Legislative Council of at most 300 members
was to be formed within 90 days of the establishment of the
Sovereign Council. Pending its formation – which has been
delayed at least until the end of 2020 – the Sovereign
Council and Council of Ministers perform legislative powers
in a joint meeting.

On 18 October 2020, the Constitutional
Declaration incorporated provisions from
the peace agreement concluded two
weeks before (see below: 'Transitional
A High Peace Council is in charge of the peace process,
priorities: Sustainable peace'). These including policies to address the root causes of conflict. It is
provisions extend the transition period to composed of members of the Sovereign Council and of the
2023, and foresee the participation of government, with three experts.
armed groups in the Sovereign Council
(3 members), the government (1/4 of the
Cabinet), and the Transitional Legislative Council (1/4 of seats). The creation of the Transitional
Legislative Council was further postponed. In the absence of the legislative council, the security
players, the SAF and the RSF, have expanded their oversight from the peace negotiations and
security issues to other domestic policy areas, by chairing tripartite committees – on the economic
emergency, the Covid-19 pandemic and the fight against corruption – which have become
important sources of decision-making. In December 2020, Prime Minister Hamdok declared that the
Council of Transition Partners could serve as a replacement for the Transitional Legislative Council
and contested a decree of General Burhan, the head of the Sovereign Council, deemed to give it too
much power. This again highlighted the tensions between the military and civilian components of
the transitional regime. The fragmentation of the heterogeneous reform coalition has left the
civilian cabinet more exposed. From the outset, the armed groups had contested the political
settlement enshrined in the Constitutional Declaration; the prolonged bickering over revised
power-sharing led to rifts within the SRF and the FFC. The grassroots resistance committees, long
sidelined, joined with the SPA in June 2020 in mobilising tens of thousands of demonstrators
frustrated with the slow pace of reforms, prompting in July 2020 a cabinet reshuffle including the
replacement of the finance minister.
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First social and political reforms
In taking office, Prime Minister Hamdok asserted that the transitional government's top priorities
were interlinked: economic growth was unattainable without a prior end to the wars in the
peripheries, which could reduce the share of the defence budget from 70 % to 20 %. However, the
pace of reforms was slowed down because of disagreements between the various stakeholders and
the Covid-19 crisis.
Formed on 5 September 2019, the transitional government has taken steps to honour the demands
of the protesters for improved accountability and observance of the civil and political rights of the
Sudanese. The government established a national investigation committee to probe the bloody
attack by the security forces on pro-democracy protesters on 3 June 2020, albeit with
representatives sympathetic to those forces. A milestone agreement with the UN allowed it to open
a Human Rights Office to support transitional reforms. The government repealed the public order
law, a visible component of legislation oppressive to women, and outlawed the practice of female
genital mutilation. Conditions have improved for minorities to exercise religious freedom, and the
harassment and arbitrary detention of ordinary citizens by intelligence officers have largely ended.
In December 2019, Burhan, the head of the Sovereign Council, ordered the formation of a
'committee to remove empowerment, fight corruption and recover looted funds' from the Bashir
era. Assets of the dissolved National Congress Party (NCP) and assets valued at US$4 billion from
Bashir and his associates were seized. Bashir himself was sentenced to two years in prison for
corruption. The committee also fired civil servants belonging to the old regime, such as diplomats
and the board members of the Central Bank.

Normalising international relations
On the diplomatic front, Sudan's efforts
to re-engage with its neighbours are Removing Sudan from the US state sponsors of
complicated by the dispute that has terrorism (SST) List
put Egypt and Ethiopia at loggerheads
Since 1993, Sudan's US SST designation has constituted a
over the filling and functioning of the crucial impediment to unblocking debt relief, complicated
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam. international banking and deterred companies from
Sudan so far has failed to promote a engaging in Sudan because of reputational risk. Despite the
trilateral agreement. Ethiopia is also resumption of diplomatic relations between Sudan and the
concerned by a possible Sudanese US in December 2019 after a hiatus of 23 years and an appeal
support to the bordering Tigray to the US from the United Nations Secretary-General,
region's forces, in the conflict opposing progress on the SST dossier had been slow, until US President
them to the Ethiopian federal Trump announced Sudan's de-listing on 19 October 2020.
government since November 2020. Beyond the core demand that Sudan does not provide
support for international acts of terrorism, the requirements
However, the immediate impact for
for rescission include a financial compensation. Sudan
Sudan is an additional burden to its agreed a US$70 million settlement with families and
already fragile economy and stability, survivors of the 2000 USS Cole attack in Yemen but without
as the conflict has led about 50 000 accepting responsibility for the incident; and a
Tigrayans to seek refuge in Sudan. In US$335 million settlement with victims for its alleged role in
October 2020, under US pressure (see the 1998 attacks against the US embassies in Dar es Salaam
box on SST), Sudan agreed to normalise and Nairobi. The re-engagement with Israel is also a gesture
relations with Israel. This normalisation aimed at easing Sudan's removal from the US SST list.
is in line with the re-establishment of
diplomatic ties between Israel and some Arab countries, such as the United Arab Emirates (UAE),
Bahrein, and later Morocco. However, the rapprochement is still highly controversial in Sudan, and
it exposes the divisions within the new regime as, contrary to the head of the Sovereign Council, the
prime minister initially considered that such normalisation was not in the transitional government's
mandate. Although the government eventually struck the deal, it still has to be approved by Sudan's
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Legislative Council, to be elected in 2023.The re-engagement with Israel was allegedly backed by
the UAE and Saudi Arabia, among the main financial supporters of Sudan.

Transitional priorities: Sustainable peace
The framework for peace negotiations
Sudan ranks very low in the Normandy Index on peace and security (127th/137). The country is torn
by enduring conflict with rebel groups from marginalised populations, notably over access to
natural resources. The transitional government and several armed groups eventually signed a peace
agreement on 3 October 2020, one year after the government had opened peace negotiations in
Juba (South Sudan). Its main counterpart was the Sudanese Revolutionary Front, which represented
groups from Darfur, the Two Areas (South Kordofan and Blue Nile) and smaller factions from other
parts of the country (see 'Regional tracks' below). The two sides committed to a declaration of
principles (the 'Juba Declaration' of 11 September 2019) which confirmed a ceasefire and lifted a
travel ban on rebel leaders. The two main active rebel groups, SPLM-N Hilu in South Kordofan and
SLA AW in Darfur did not endorse the deal (see 'Regional tracks' below).

Main points of the Sudan peace agreement (2020)
The agreement, initialled on 31 August 2020 and formally signed on 3 October, foresees:
•

to assign the Sudanese Revolutionary Front and other armed groups 3 out of 11 posts in the
transitional Sovereign Council and 25 % of seats in the government and the future transitional
Legislative Council;

•

to set-up a joint SRF-Sudanese army security force, before rebel forces are integrated in the
regular army;

•

to guarantee religious freedom and the separation of religion and the state;

•

to implement an inclusive decision-making process, reconciliation and transitional justice
mechanisms;

•

to bolster resource restitution and redistribution (up to 40 % to local authorities).

The negotiations proceeded along five regional tracks covering the north, centre, east, Darfur and
the Two Areas, to allow for a dual agenda of national and regional issues. The central and northern
tracks were the first to reach final agreements, focused on the implementation of development
projects and land rights, as well as the management of large agricultural and dam projects,
respectively. The eastern track took stock of the legacy of the Eastern Sudan Peace Agreement
(ESPA, 2006), and reached an agreement in February 2020. This agreement did not have the support
of all groups; the negotiations reopened in July 2020 and concluded with the 3 October peace deal.
Discussions on security arrangements were only relevant to Darfur and the Two Areas, which
contain armed groups.

The regional track on the Two Areas
Negotiations over the Two Areas – South Kordofan and Blue Nile – focused on grievances the 2005
Comprehensive Peace Agreement had failed to resolve. Open conflict between the government and
Sudan People's Liberation Movement-North during 2011-2016 had given way to insecurity and
violence between two competing factions that followed a split in the movement in 2017. Affiliated
with the SRF, the SPLM-N Agar faction has called for expanded autonomy under a unified Sudan,
not self-determination. In early 2020, it reached initial agreement with the government on a
framework for talks, then on a political document, the reintegration of forces and a formula for
sharing revenue. SPLM-N Hilu controls most of the non-government-held territories in Blue Nile
state and the 'liberated' areas in South Kordofan and holds a military advantage with command of
the former joint heavy weapons unit. SPLM-N Hilu signed up to the principles outside the SRF
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banner – but later withdrew from the negotiations, accusing the lead governmental negotiator,
Hemeti, of lacking neutrality. It did not actively enter the peace negotiations, since the prime
minister had not agreed to Hilu's main demands for establishing a secular basis for the state or the
right to a referendum on self-determination for the Two Areas. However, it extended a unilateral
ceasefire during the coronavirus pandemic, in line with an appeal from the UN Secretary-General.
SPLM-N Hilu eventually withdrew from the negotiations in August 2020, on account of the partiality
of the lead governmental negotiator, Hemeti. Therefore, it did not sign the 5 October 2020
agreement but agreed to resume negotiations after the separation of state and power in Sudan is
clarified by the government.

The regional track on Darfur
Previous peace efforts Map 2 – Main armed groups in Darfur and the Two Areas
culminating in the 2006
Abuja Agreement and the
2011 Doha Agreement
have outlined pathways
towards resolving the
complex tangle of national
and local-level conflict in
Darfur,
but
without
backing from key parties.
Since the onset of
hostilities in 2003, an
estimated 300 000 people
have been killed and over
2.5 million have fled. Two
rebel groups drawn mainly
from
the
non-Arab
communities, the Sudan
Liberation
Movement/
Army led by Minni Manawi
(SLA MM), and the Justice
and Equality Movement
(JEM), took up arms to Data source: United Nations, ISPI, Anadolu Agency, 2020.
combat the marginalisation suffered by the region; the rebellion has since fragmented mainly along
ethnic lines. The government responded with a militia-centred counter-insurgency strategy that
empowered the notorious Janjaweed, with reports of atrocities committed by multiple players. In
2005, a UN Commission of Inquiry recommended the Security Council refer the situation in Darfur
to the International Criminal Court (ICC), which has four cases pending against five suspects,
including Bashir, who is the first person the court has charged with genocide. Militia leader, Ali
Kushayb, was the first of the suspects to be taken into ICC custody in June 2020 after he surrendered
himself in the Central African Republic. Announcing a major policy reversal in February 2020, the
government indicated its readiness to set up transitional justice mechanisms and transfer those
indicted by the ICC, including Bashir, to the Hague, subject to the successful completion of the peace
talks. In October 2020, Hemeti received ICC representatives and committed his government to
cooperate with the ICC.
Clashes in Darfur have continued despite ceasefires declared by the former government in 2016 and
the TMC in 2019. The only rebel group still active within the borders of Sudan, the Sudan Liberation
Army faction led by Abdul Wahid al-Nur (SLA AW), reportedly has between 1 000 and 2 000 fighters
who engage in hit-and-run operations on government security forces and attacks on nomadic
tribes. The discovery of a significant goldfield in 2019 within its area of control in Jebel Marra has
enabled the movement to acquire new weapons and engage in a recruitment drive. The SLA AW,
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the main armed group active in Darfur, considering the Constitutional Declaration 'illegitimate', did
not join the process. SLA AW's persistent absence hobbled the peace talks. The Darfur track
proceeded instead with the groups that participated under the SRF umbrella. 2 In December 2019,
the two sides agreed a joint mechanism for involving Darfuri civilian stakeholders, a hundred of
whom joined the peace talks in March 2020. An agreed framework for direct talks included not only
future national and regional governance arrangements but also power-sharing during the
transitional period. Darfur was to be reunited into one province, commissions set up to address
specific local issues, and 40 % of its natural resources revenues allocated to Darfur itself. While the
armed group leaders jockeyed for political influence in Juba, the UN reported their fighters in Libya 3
were boosting their military capabilities and manpower with a view to having stronger claims in
future security arrangements.

Transitional priorities: The economic crisis
The signing of the peace agreement testifies to a real willingness to include populations
marginalised for long in the reconstruction of the country. However, aside from the time and funds
needed to implement a peace settlement, popular pressure from multiple regional sit-ins has
highlighted the fact that a myriad local issues preoccupy residents whose distress has been
worsened by the Covid-19 pandemic. In addressing them, the civilian cabinet – while balancing
power-sharing struggles, donor expectations and the knock-on effects of the pandemic – will have
to contend with the sheer speed with
which the economic crisis threatens to
The impact of Covid-19
overtake efforts to contain it.
Between the first confirmed case of Covid-19 on 13 March and the
The World Bank has classified Sudan as
a low income country (in 2019, it had a
gross
domestic
product
of
US$18.9 billion and per capita gross
national income of US$590). The oil
boom of 1999-2011 was followed by a
collapse in revenue, austerity
measures, and a budgetary and
foreign exchange crisis with GDP
halving between 2011 and 2019. The
removal in 2017 of most US sanctions
did not lead to the expected economic
recovery, and Sudan relied mainly on
financial assistance from Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates.
According to the IMF, Sudan's
economy contracted by 2.3 % in 2018
and 2.5 % in 2019 with a projected
contraction of 8 % in 2020, due to the
pandemic. At the beginning of 2020,
the UN estimated that 9.3 million
people, or 23 % of the population,
would
need
humanitarian
assistance in 2020. The figure will
probably be much higher, due to the
impact of locust swarms spread, of
floods and of Covid-19.

nearly 20 000 cases in the end of November, Sudan became the
country worst hit by the pandemic in East Africa. The authorities
responded by declaring a state of health emergency and closing all
airports and border crossings except for humanitarian deliveries.
With support from the WHO, the Ministry of Health developed an
Emergency health preparedness plan. The health system in Sudan
had been weakened by years of under-investment and economic
crisis and only one third of the health facilities offered a complete
basic package of care. Due to its listing by the US as a state sponsor
of terrorism (see box on SST above), Sudan was ineligible to access
the US$50 billion IMF-World Bank Trust Fund set up to assist
vulnerable countries in addressing the pandemic. Different donors
have contributed funds towards covering the US$120 million price
tag of the emergency plan. The protection measures exacerbated the
pre-existing economic and humanitarian crisis in Sudan, where 65 %
of the labour force work in the informal sector. In May, the finance
minister stated that government revenue was down 37 %, tax
revenue 21 % and donor support 36 % compared to amounts
anticipated in the budget, and announced measures to implement
the planned social safety net. A Memorandum of Understanding with
the World Food Program lay the foundation for the Family Support
programme that will provide 80 % of Sudanese families with direct
monthly cash transfers. The finance minister defended an
unprecedented salary increase for civil servants as reducing the
economic recession caused by the pandemic, whereas critics
expected the average increase of 569 % to fuel inflation. A Sovereign
Fund, set up for the management of illegally acquired properties
seized from former officials, would support both the 2020 budget
and the expenditure on measures to combat the pandemic.
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The economic reform agenda
The transitional government identified the economic crisis as a top priority requiring both
immediate stabilisation and long-term structural reform. In September 2019, it announced a
9- month emergency rescue plan to curb inflation while ensuring supplies of basic goods. The stated
goals were to restructure the banking sector; rationalise government spending; review tax
exemptions, which covered 60 % of economic activity; address the state's financial burden; combat
corruption; and replace commodity subsidies with direct cash transfers to poor families by the end
of the period. Sudan has maintained a system of multiple exchange rates, which has allowed the
government to offer preferential rates to priority sectors but has led to a widening margin between
the official and parallel black-market rates. The finance minister chose not to float the currency, a
long-standing recommendation from the IMF, but envisaged liberalising the exchange rate within
the context of a global financial plan.
The technocratic cabinet prioritised external assistance, calling for US$8 billion in the next two years
to cover import costs and stimulate economic recovery. A further US$2 billion in foreign reserves
deposits was needed to halt a currency decline. In the long term, the new economy was to be
productive and self-reliant rather than indebted and import-dependent.

The challenges of revenue mobilisation
The IMF has emphasised the importance of revenue mobilisation as a policy priority, given that
Sudan's tax revenues only account for 6 % of GDP. After its first few months in office, the cabinet
recognised that the Central Bank had printed the equivalent of US$200 million a month to buy and
export gold to finance subsidised commodities, which had resulted in 'explosive inflation and near
freefall of the exchange rate in the parallel market'. In January 2020, the prime minister announced
a plan for a new law on the Central Bank of Sudan. Expanding the tax base, however, would require
reform of the sprawling network of parastatal companies controlled by the military and security
sector. Either government-owned or semi-public, the 'grey companies' cultivated by the old regime
were capitalised with public funds but run by Islamists on behalf of Bashir's party, the NCP, and
regime affiliates. The system enabled the intelligence service NISS, the military SAF and the Ministry
of the Interior to become dominant operators in the marketplace, with business activities in
telecommunications, media, banking, mining, oil, agriculture and livestock. Exempt from business
taxes and customs dues, their lack of accountability for the revenue flowing off-budget became a
main enabler of Sudan's political economy of corruption. According to a study by the think-tank
ECFR, the SAF and RSF have competed for control of this network during the transition. The Military
Industry Corporation has taken charge of resources previously controlled by Bashir's relatives and
the NCP, while the RSF has taken over many businesses from the NISS. Because they are central
players in the markets for fuel and wheat imports, companies owned by the SAF and RSF also benefit
directly from subsidies on these commodities. The SAF has promised to contribute US$2 billion to
Sudan's 2020 budget, while Hemeti has made contributions to the Central Bank. The transitional
government has launched a review of the status of military-owned companies, followed by a plan
to assert state control over all state companies. The security forces however resist bringing the
lucrative parastatal sector under the remit of the ministry of finance.

The 2020 budget and subsidy debate
The 2020 budget, adopted with a US$1.62 billion deficit in December 2019, reflected the policy
goals of the economic reform agenda. Previous budgets had been heavily weighted in favour of the
security sector, with only 10 % spending on basic services. The transitional government increased
spending on education and health and introduced a new universal basic income covering 60 %
to 80 % of the population. Continuing Bashir-era subsidies on fuel, wheat and medicines took up
nearly 40 % of the budget. 4 Arguments against retaining the subsidies include the burden they
place on public revenues and funds for social expenditure, their potential to foster corruption and
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incentivise informal exports and their inefficiency as a means of poverty alleviation with relative
benefits to wealthier citizens. Having initially proposed the gradual lifting of fuel subsidies, the
government postponed the decision in the face of opposition from the stakeholders of the
revolution but restricted the distribution of subsidised fuel to 20 % of petrol stations. Experts from
the FFC have put forward alternatives to subsidy reform, including the recovery of funds siphoned
abroad, government control of companies in the military sector and improved governance of gold
production. When the coronavirus pandemic postponed an economic forum aimed at addressing
the stalemate, FFC representatives were included on a new joint committee alongside Sovereign
Council members and cabinet ministers to manage the economic crisis. The fact that Hemeti
became chair of the Higher Committee for Economic Emergencies has been interpreted as a sign of
the military's growing influence over the transition.

The gold sector
The secession of South Sudan in 2011 marked the end of Sudan's oil-based rentier economy and transition
to a gold-based one. Where oil had previously accounted for 95 % of Sudan's exports and over half of
government revenue, gold became the country's main source of hard currency following the discovery of
deposits in Darfur in 2012. The Central Bank of Sudan was designated as the exclusive exporter of gold,
although the financing of gold purchases at inflated prices through domestic credit creation was found to
be a source of macroeconomic instability. Mostly artisanal, 80 % of the gold is mined by hundreds of
thousands of Sudanese youth in about 800 sites in the north, the Nubia desert, Darfur and a section of the
Red Sea. Tensions with local communities have arisen over the ecological damage caused by pollution
from mercury and cyanide used to extract gold. Even as Sudan's gold production rose to become the third
largest in Africa, most of it did not appear in official figures for exports or gold reserves. The industrial gold
sector remained in the hands of security players whose off-the-books exports were widely thought to have
been condoned by Bashir's regime. Hemeti's family's company attracted attention after 2017 for selling
gold bars to Dubai; Hemeti himself has used his money to broker deals with key political players. A
watchdog report has revealed the extent of mismanagement in the extractive sectors: in 2012-2018, there
was a volume gap of 200 tons and a value gap of US$4 billion between Sudan's reported gold exports and
gold imports reported by its trading partners, representing an estimated revenue loss to state coffers of
US$575.2 million. To crack down on smuggling and to attract foreign currency, the transitional
government decided in May 2020 to set up a bourse for gold and to authorise companies and producers
to export gold directly to the international market.

External debt
After decades of international isolation, Sudan has intensified its efforts to rejoin the global
economy and rebuild ties with the West, seeking investment and financial support. With a sovereign
debt burden of US$60 billion, amounting to nearly 200 % of GDP in 2019, Sudan is potentially
eligible for inclusion in the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative, supported by the IMF
and the World Bank. Under this initiative, international public creditors could agree to lower the
external debt burden of Sudan. However, the removal from the US terror list (see box on SST
above) – which prohibited the US from voting in favour of Sudan's inclusion in the HIPC initiative –
will not be enough for the country to benefit from this initiative, as it would need to meet additional
conditions. In September 2020, the IMF agreed to track Sudan's record on how it was implementing
its economic reform, a first step for debt relief. The World Bank has pledged a US$400 million grant
prior to arrears clearance with a view ultimately to unlocking Sudan's access to US$1.75 billion in
funding up to 2023.

EU and international support to the transition
In March 2020, during a visit to the country, the EU High Representative/Vice President (HR/VP),
Josep Borrell, reiterated the EU's support for the Sudanese transition and the opportunity it
represents for the stability of the Horn of Africa. The EU's focus on the wider regional stability was
also marked by its participation in an informal ministerial meeting of the regional authority, IGAD,
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in Khartoum. Furthermore, the EU is
involved in funding the Sudanese transition,
along with other international partners. The
AU, the EU and the US have consistently
voiced support for democratic reforms and
the civilian-led cabinet; however, donors
have held back, demanding more
transparency on spending and the lifting of
fuel subsidies. The Friends of Sudan, an
influential group comprising Western and
Gulf states alongside multinational
organisations including the African Union,
the UN and the EU, represents Sudan's main
partners,
despite
their
divergent
approaches.
Estimates vary on the amounts and
recipients of their support during the
transition, but converge on a conclusion
that their disbursements to the transitional
government have slowed to a trickle in 2020.

Figure 1 – EU support to the transition in
Sudan (October 2019 – June 2020), € million

Development
cooperation
325

Humanitarian
assistance
86.20

Stability
and peace
14.75

Data source: EEAS, June 2020.

At its seventh meeting in May 2020, the Friends group adopted a Mutual Partnership Framework
(MPF) with Sudan. 5 It included a commitment by the transitional government to design an economic
reform programme; the partners, in turn,
UN Missions
would deliver assistance in line with its
strategic priorities, including mitigating
In June 2020, the UN announced a major reorganisation of
the socio-economic impacts of any
its presence in Sudan. The UN-AU Hybrid Operation in
reforms. A multi-donor trust fund (MDTF)
Darfur (UNAMID), established in 2007, was to prepare for
its exit. Obstructions from the former government
was ready to receive funds. In June 2020,
hampered the mandate of UNAMID and its drawdown had
the Sudan Partnership Conference,
been agreed in principle in 2017. A divided Security Council
convened by the EU, the UN, Sudan and
followed a request from the AU to extend UNAMID's
Germany,
gathered
around
mandate until the end of 2020. The Security Council also
50 stakeholders who pledged a total of
authorised the establishment of a new political mission,
€1.6 billon to support Sudan's transition,
the UN Integrated Transitional Assistance Mission in
of which €770 million in development and
Sudan (UNITAMS), to provide advisory support to the
humanitarian funding from the 'Team
Sudanese government. Its strategic objectives are to assist
Europe' (EU institutions and Member
the political transition, to support the peace processes and
States). The European Commission's
implementation of future agreements, to assist
peacebuilding in Darfur and the Two Areas and to support
€312.25 million contribution includes
the mobilisation of economic and development assistance
€251.75 million in development funding
and coordination of humanitarian assistance. A result of
and €60.5 million in humanitarian
delicate multi-level negotiations among Sudanese parties
funding. This brings the Commission's
and members of the Security Council, the UNITAMS
contribution to €426 million in assistance
mandate ultimately shied away from the most sensitive
to Sudan from the beginning of the
political and security issues. Internal disagreements within
transition until June 2020 6, of which
the transitional government were reflected in two letters to
€14.75 million specifically for stability and
the Security Council: a first request for the protection of
peace (see Figure1) – further aid has been
civilians and security sector reform was replaced by a
provided since, in particular for the
second, with more input from the Sovereign Council, which
restricted the scope to non-physical protection. UNITAMS
hosting of Tigrayan refugees.
issued a first situation report on 1 December 2020.
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European Parliament position
During the Bashir regime, the European Parliament condemned human rights abuse several times.
It awarded the 2007 Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought to Salih Mahmoud Osman, a lawyer
who advocated for the rights of the Darfurians. In its resolution of 17 January 2019, the European
Parliament condemned the excessive use of force and repression of activists and human rights
defenders during popular protests in December 2018. It called in particular for the release of Salih
Mahmoud Osman, arrested during the protests. The Parliament called on the government to
investigate allegations of mistreatment and affirmed the EU's commitment to providing
humanitarian aid and support to civil society organisations.
During the April 2019 plenary, a few days after Bashir's ousting, the Members of the Parliament
debated on the EU approach with Federica Mogherini, the then HR/VP. The Members insisted that
the EU demand for a civilian-led transition be closely followed up. They called for the EU to weigh in
for an inclusive transition meeting the aspirations of all Sudanese, and in particular women and
youth. This would include monitoring the financial flows and the respect for the prohibition of arms
exports to Sudan. The human rights abuses and environmental damages in the gold mines could
also be a case for a stronger EU due diligence framework, long claimed by the Parliament.
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ENDNOTES
1

The transitional Sudanese government signed an agreement in April 2020 with the World Food Programme to import
200 000 tonnes of wheat in order to counter the bread crisis; 40 000 tonnes were delivered in October 2020.

2

The Justice and Equality Movement (JEM); the Sudan Liberation Army-Transitional Council (SLATC); and the Sudan
Liberation Forces Alliance (SLFA). The Sudan Liberation Army-Minni Minawi (SLA MM) withdrew from the SRF in May.

3

The SLA MM fought as mercenaries with the Libyan National Army (LNA), and a JEM fraction cooperated with antiHaftar forces. Press reports in July 2020 (upheld by the UN Panel of Experts on Libya) alleged that the RSF had also sent
1 000 troops to secure oil infrastructure – thereby violating UN sanctions on Libya – during Haftar's offensive on Tripoli.

4

The IMF estimates that subsidies make up 60% of government expenditure, fuel subsidies account for 86% of them.
African Development Bank, AU, Canada, Egypt, Ethiopia, EU, France, Germany, IMF, Italy, Japan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait,
League of Arab States, Netherlands, Norway, Qatar, Spain, Sudan, Sweden, UAE, UK, UN, US, and World Bank.

5

6

As a matter of comparison, the Commission's official development assistance to Sudan in 2018 amounted to
€141.9 million.
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