
 

Sudan Human Security Baseline Assessment (HSBA)  
Small Arms Survey * 47 Avenue Blanc * 1202 Geneva * Switzerland 
http://www.smallarmssurveysudan.org 

1 

Conflict in South Kordofan / Nuba Mountains 
 
The current conflict in South Kordofan is a renewal of the years-long conflict 
centered in the Nuba Mountains during the second Sudanese civil war (1983–2005). 
The area is inhabited by a non-Arab population known as the Nuba who were loyal to 
the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) during the civil war and 
who, despite being culturally distinct from Southern tribes, remain allied with the 
South. The SPLM-North leads the current rebellion. 
 
Initial phase of the conflict 
Renewed conflict broke out following gubernatorial elections in May 2011, which 
were promised under the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement but were delayed 
several times. Abdel Aziz al-Hilu, the SPLM leader and deputy governor under a state 
power-sharing arrangement in the CPA, lost by a narrow margin to the National 
Congress Party's Ahmed Haroun, the sitting governor (also wanted by the 
International Criminal Court for war crimes and crimes against humanity committed 
in the Darfur conflict). Abdel Aziz and the SPLM rejected the results as rigged.  
 
On 1 June, Sudanese security forces began disarming SPLA joint integrated police in 
the state under the CPA mandate, which had not yet expired. Some of those police 
began escaping to Abdel Aziz's compound in Kadugli. On the night of 4 June, SPLA 
forces broke into a wildlife service weapons store. The first shots were fired in Um 
Durein on 5 June, when Sudan Armed Forces (SAF) and SPLA soldiers skirmished 
over an SPLA soldier who refused to disarm at a checkpoint. Tanks entered Umdorain 
and Kadugli that evening. The fighting broke out in Kadugli the following day.  
 
Both sides had prepared for conflict. SPLM-North and SAF mobilized quickly and 
established front lines, with the SPLM-North expelled from Kadugli but controlling 
more territory than ever during the first war. About 32,000 Nuba fled from the 
Kadugli vicinity in June through the town of Korongo, 10 miles south of Kadugli, 
according to a local SPLM-North administrator. The front lines have shifted only 
slightly since then despite several military confrontations between the two parties. 
The SPLA-North controls a main portion of the state that is contiguous with South 
Sudan and extends to the north and east, as well as a smaller more isolated pocket of 
resistance known as the Western Jebels, to the northwest of Kadugli.  
 
Combatant forces and supply lines 
The SPLA-North forces may have up to 30,000 fighters, with a training camp 
preparing 3,000 new soldiers in three-month courses. According to SPLA-North 
commanders, most of their weapons come from the SPLA's former 9th Division 
headquarters in Jau, which the current Nuba SPLA-North forces took north with them. 
The SPLA-North are also capturing important volumes of weapons and vehicles 
(mainly technical 4x4 cars and trucks) from SAF after routing their troops in battle or 
capturing strongholds with ammunition caches. As of mid-April the SPLA-North had 
at least eleven tanks—five they obtained from the SPLA’s 9th Division, and six 
captured from SAF in battle in different locations in Jebel Nuba.  
 
 
 



 

Sudan Human Security Baseline Assessment (HSBA)  
Small Arms Survey * 47 Avenue Blanc * 1202 Geneva * Switzerland 
http://www.smallarmssurveysudan.org 

2 

Key battles 
The SPLA-North rebels won a series of victories in the first few months of 2012, 
repelling a Sudanese dry season offensive and gaining ground. The SPLA-North 
repelled an attack on Buram and recaptured Tess in the process. In late February, SAF 
attempted to take the border point of Jau. The battle brought together South Sudan's 
SPLA, the Darfurian Justice and Equality Movement (JEM), and the SPLA-North, 
which together pushed SAF out.  
 
In early March, SAF launched an attack from the town of Troji to try to take al-Dar 
(and thereby cut off the supply road from Jau further north). The Sudanese troops 
were pushed back from Dar and routed out of Troji towards Kharasana. On May 20, 
2,000 SAF supported by 2,000 allied Southern-based militiamen attacked Angolo but 
were reportedly repulsed, suggesting the army is preparing for further offensives to 
block the road through Jau.  
 
The SPLA-North's most aggressive offensive has been on the Tolodi front. SPLA-
North has taken surrounding ground and pushed briefly into the town in April, but 
never captured it. Taking Talodi would likely lead to securing a better supply road 
from South Sudan. In mid-April 2012, a senior SPLA-North commander identified its 
other major fronts as east, west, and south of Kadugli, around Dalami, the Western 
Jebels pocket, and the eastern front around Rashad and al-Abbasiya.  
 
Roles of South Sudan and Darfur rebels 
The Jau corridor is vital because the dirt track road leading north, which becomes 
impassable during the middle of the rainy season, is the only known supply and transit 
route into or out of the rebel-held Nuba Mountains. SPLA-North personnel regularly 
travel through Jau into South Sudan. Fuel and food come up the road, and Khartoum 
alleges weapons regularly enter the Nuba Mountains via that road as well.  
  
South Sudan's political and military leadership has deep ties with the SPLA-North 
leadership, and South Sudan continues to offer limited forms of support to the rebels. 
A senior Nuba commander said that salaries originally continued to the SPLA-North 
after South Sudan's secession, but those payments ceased in October 2011 under 
international pressure. Badly wounded SPLA-North fighters can be sent to South 
Sudan's SPLA for medical treatment, and the two armies have close military 
intelligence relationships.  
 
In November 2011, the war deepened politically when the SPLA-North formally 
signed an alliance with three Darfurian rebel groups—JEM and the two factions of the 
Sudan Liberation Army (SLA-Minni Minawi and SLA-Abdul Wahid)–calling 
themselves the Sudan Revolutionary Front (SRF). While the SLA factions have little 
military capability outside Darfur, JEM has many vehicles and weapons (mainly 
infantry equipment). In the battle of Jau, SPLA, SPLA-North, and JEM all fought 
together to repulse the Sudanese offensive. South Sudan's advance on Heglig in April 
was accomplished with the help of JEM forces.1 JEM forces move in and out of the 
Nuba Mountains freely.  
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Humanitarian and human rights situation 
The humanitarian situation in the Nuba Mountains is bleak. Women, children, and the 
elderly have fled to the protection of caves in the mountainsides to escape a steady 
aerial bombardment campaign by the Sudanese air force. Due to widespread 
displacement and the fear of bombings, agricultural production for the past year has 
dropped significantly. In addition, some of the food stores held in localities where 
military clashes occurred were reportedly deliberately destroyed by SAF and affiliated 
militias before their withdrawal, further increasing food insecurity for the civilian 
populations. Food has now run out across most of the rebel area, and many civilians 
are surviving by eating leaves off of trees and roots in the ground. Some food aid is 
reaching the area by truck from the south, but it is not expected to be sufficient to feed 
the population through the rainy season, when the road will likely close. The 
Sudanese government has rejected a joint plan from the United Nations, African 
Union, and Arab League to allow humanitarian relief into the areas.  
 
Claims of “ethnic cleansing” against the Nuba are hard to confirm. Testimonies 
gathered from those who fled from Kadugli at the beginning of the war suggest that 
the initial attacks targeted SPLM-North soldiers and supporters. As the rebels fought 
back, the situation deteriorated, and pro-government forces randomly targeted 
members of the Nuba community in Kadugli. Some Nuba who fled from Kadugli in 
groups also report that government airplanes and helicopters attacked them as they 
headed into SPLM-North areas. After the initial scramble, front lines were soon 
established, and the indiscriminate attacks diminished as both sides settled within the 
areas of their control. Photographs provided by the SPLM-North appear to show 
crates of anti-personnel mines allegedly captured from SAF stores in the battle of 
Troji. Similar landmines were observed in what used to be a SAF weapon store in the 
Heiban locality. Other press reports indicate that the Sudanese government is also 
using cluster bombs.  
 
Only a political solution is likely to end the conflict. Some headway was made in mid-
2011 under the auspices of the African Union, but talks broke down and have not re-
started since the SPLA-North army in Blue Nile returned to war with the government 
there in September 2011. The creation of the SRF has made the prospects for 
negotiations even more difficult. The SPLM-North says it will only negotiate under 
the SRF umbrella, a demand that Khartoum finds difficult to accept. In May, the UN 
Security Council called on Sudan and SPLM-North to resume negotiations. U.S. 
officials believe that the remaining issues between Sudan and South Sudan are 
unlikely to be resolved until there is a resolution to the South Kordofan conflict.  
 
5 July 2012 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 See <http://smallarmssurveysudan.org/facts-figures-heglig.php>. 


