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Overview
This Briefing Paper surveys the state of South Sudan’s politi-
cal economy. It focuses on the diversion of revenues by the 
political elite around South Sudanese president Salva Kiir in 
three key areas: oil production, humanitarianism, and loans 
from international financial institutions. This paper finds Kiir’s 
regime has consistently employed strategies to render finan-
cial flows opaque, and it has used such flows to maintain its 
own military and political cadres at the expense of the South 
Sudanese people. A predatory political economy, which  
enables capital accumulation by an elite class in Juba, has 
become a structural condition for the survival of Kiir’s regime. 
This paper concludes by analysing likely future scenarios for 
this political economy and offers policy observations to the 
international community. 

Introduction
In August 2022, Kiir announced that the 
transitional period heralded by the 2018 
signing of the Revitalised Agreement  
on the Resolution of the Conflict in the 
Republic of South Sudan (R-ARCSS) 
would be extended by two years, culmi-
nating in elections in 2024. Despite the 
extension, little has been done to imple-
ment key provisions of the agreement. 
The National Constitutional Review 
Commission has not been reconstituted 
(RJMEC, 2023). There has also been no 
progress on the crucial Chapter II provi-
sions of the agreement, which provide 
guidelines for the process of security 
sector reform (SSR) in South Sudan.  
The Necessary Unified Forces (NUF) are 
supposed to join rebel and government 
soldiers into a single unified army, but  
they have not been deployed (Craze, 
2021). Though their mid-level command 
structure has now been agreed upon,  
no appointments to those positions 
have been made as of the beginning  
of September 2023. Most importantly, 
many of the troops that graduated as 
part of the NUF are without wages, 
weapons, or health services. The peace 
agreement and its SSR process have not 
improved the lives of the young women 
and men of South Sudan.1

Such delays are not accidental.  
Implementation of these key provisions of 
the agreement would threaten Kiir’s con-
trol of South Sudan, which is predicated 
upon a delicate military and political 
balance between fractious commanders 
and rivalrous politicians. This balance 
could be upended by—for instance—
commanders being left out of the com-
mand structure of the NUF: an almost  
inevitable situation given that there are 
more commanders than positions (Craze, 
2023b). In such a context, stagnation 
and non-implementation of the peace 
agreement is a more politically expedi-
ent option for Kiir.

Such stagnation compounds an  
already dire situation for the citizens of 
South Sudan. Approximately 9.4 million 
people will need humanitarian assistance 
in 2023—some 76 per cent of South  
Sudan’s population. Conflict continues 
to scar the country, and climatic shocks 
exacerbate already acute resource scar-
city (OCHA FTS, 2022). This humanitarian 
crisis, however, benefits Kiir’s regime, 
which diverts aid and capitalizes on the 
infrastructural needs of the humanitarian 
sector (Craze, 2023c). The diversion of 
these resources is one of only a few lines 

Key findings 
 	 International Monetary Fund (IMF) loans to South Sudan in 

2020–21 have been characterized by a series of irregularities. 
The loans have been used to pay the salaries of security 
services allied to Kiir’s regime rather than the opposition 
forces that compose part of the national army. Up to 30 per 
cent of these disbursements have not been accounted for, 
and the government’s financial management has been poor. 

 	 Kiir’s regime profits from the humanitarian sector in South 
Sudan through checkpoints, aid diversion, and the exploi-
tation of the infrastructural necessities of the sector. 

 	 Despite repeated calls for the reform of the country’s oil 
sector, South Sudan’s oil revenue remains opaque and is 
controlled by Kiir’s regime through a series of off-the-book 
accounting mechanisms. 

 	 South Sudan’s predatory political economy is dominated 
by the extraction of resources, including timber and gold. 
These operations are controlled by actors from within the 
country’s elite and are used to build up shadow economic 
empires outside the ambit of the formal state. 

 	 The political–economic landscape of South Sudan is char-
acterized by obfuscation: a narrow coterie of politicians 
and commanders close to Kiir employ multiple bank  
accounts to obscure the diversion of money from the 
South Sudanese state. 
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of economic relief available to Kiir’s  
regime, as the country’s economy contin-
ues to flounder, with the South Sudanese 
Pound (SSP) depreciating 40 per cent 
against the USD since the beginning of 
2023 due to inadequate central bank  
reserves (UNSC, 2023b, p. 3), an expan-
sion of monetary supply via central bank  
borrowing, and rising global commodity 
prices (Yablon, Mulder, and Blas, 2022).

The conflict in Sudan has also exacer-
bated the crisis in its southern neighbour, 
leading to acute shortages of resources 
in border communities accustomed to 
being supplied from Khartoum. In addi-
tion, the conflict has increased flows of 
South Sudanese and Sudanese nationals 
into Renk, Upper Nile, and other frontier 
towns, straining the capacity of areas  
of the country already hard-pressed to 
respond to climatic and conflict-driven 
crises (REACH, 2023). 

Despite these crises, and the govern-
ment’s failure to implement the peace 
agreement, Kiir’s regime is intent on 
elections. The regime hopes electoral 
victory will give it international legitimacy 
and enable the ending of the UN arms 
embargo. The Sudan People’s Libera-
tion Movement (SPLM) is mobilizing its 
supporters across the country (Small 
Arms Survey, 2023b), while the Sudan 
People’s Liberation Movement/Army-in-
Opposition (SPLM/A-IO) and other oppo-
sition parties are ill equipped to mount 
a credible challenge to the ruling party, 
due to an acute lack of both resources 
and civic space (UNHRC, 2023). Despite 
the dominance of Kiir’s regime, elec-
tions threaten to be explosive for South 
Sudan’s fractured political landscape. 
Disputes over the demarcation of elec-
toral boundaries, the selection of candi-
dates, and contentions between ethnic 
groups, mean that elections will likely 
create serious conflict across the country 
(Craze, 2022c). 

Interviews for this Briefing Paper were 
conducted remotely in the first half of 
2023 and in person in Central Equatoria, 
Western Equatoria, and Upper Nile states 

in August–September 2023. They build 
on the author’s 13-year-long engagement 
with South Sudan and recent fieldwork 
in 2019, 2020, 2021, and 2022. 

Background:  
making markets
South Sudan is in the midst of a pro-
found political–economic transformation. 
During the period of the Southern Sudan 
Autonomous Region (1972–83), most 
households in what is now South Sudan 
organized production through kinship net-
works, in which surpluses were distrib-
uted through societal institutions such 
as marriage (Thomas, 2015). Although 
such institutions continue to organize 
much of productive life in South Sudan, 
they now exist within a market economy. 
The majority of the South Sudanese pop-
ulation purchases the materials they 
need to live from markets that are deeply 
structured by the militarized forms of 
control that emerged during the second 
Sudanese civil war (Thomas, 2015, p. 7). 
In South Sudan, markets took hold as 
conflict disrupted people’s access to 
land and enabled the commodification 
of agriculture within a system of military 
patrimonialism (Pendle and Anei, 2018; 
Pinaud, 2014).2 During the period follow-
ing the signing of the Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement (CPA) in 2005, the pre-
carity produced by this shift in southern 
Sudan’s mode of production was ame-
liorated by an oil-soaked expansion of 
state salaries, particularly in the security 
sector (Craze, 2020). Wages provided 
market access. However, since the begin-
ning of the South Sudanese civil war in 
2013, government provision of wages 
has largely collapsed. From the 1970s, 
the collapse of nafir (collective commu-
nity strategies of agriculture and livestock 
management) left South Sudan increas-
ingly dependent on markets and wages; 
since 2013, government collapse has 
created a society which, while dependent 
on wages, is without access to them.3

It is not simply that the South Suda-
nese state has failed to intervene to  
improve this situation; Kiir’s regime has 
benefited from the catastrophe. The 
general immiseration of the population 
has created a surplus class of young 
men that can be conscripted into the 
state’s security forces (Craze, 2022a). 
Moreover, it has removed the material 
basis for an effective opposition in the 
country; opposition figures are now  
easily bought off by the government 
(Craze, 2022b). Power, both political 
and economic, is increasingly concen-
trated in a narrow circle around the  
president, and South Sudanese politics 
has largely become a struggle to secure 
the benediction of government funds.  
A decade of civil war and immiseration 
has solidified the patrimonial political 
system Kiir has created (Craze and Marko, 
2022). Today, there is effectively no out-
side to the system.

The political class that rules South 
Sudan took form during the second  
Sudanese civil war (Pinaud, 2014; 2016), 
though it often emerged from extant 
forms of customary and military authority 
(Kindersley, 2019). Over the last two dec-
ades, this class has consolidated its hold 
on southern Sudan by controlling capi-
tal inflows into the country. These largely 
come from natural resource extraction 
(primarily oil, but also timber and gold) 
and the manipulation of the humanitarian 
sector. Such resources are placed out-
side the ambit of the official state and 
used transactionally by Kiir’s regime to 
buy the loyalty of the political and military 
classes in South Sudan by offering—or at 
least promising—a slice of the country’s 
wealth (de Waal, 2014). 

South Sudan thus continues to par-
ticipate in what has been termed ‘extra-
version’ (Bayart and Ellis, 2000). Rather 
than African states being passive players 
in the world economy, Bayart and Ellis 
claimed their elites creatively exploit 
the continent’s unequal and subsidiary 
place in the global system by accumulat-
ing wealth in the shadows of the inter-
national order. Despite the protestations 
of the ‘international community’, such 
accumulation does not occur behind  
its back, but via the intercession of  
established international firms, including 
the energy companies that trade South 
Sudan’s oil and the banks that finance 
those traders. Such accumulation is fur-
ther aided by forms of opacity that are 
hardwired into international commodity 
markets (Blas and Farchy, 2021). For  
the commodity markets, as for Kiir and 

 South Sudanese politics 
has largely become a struggle  
to secure the benediction of  
government funds.” 
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his confidantes, South Sudan works. 
Disorder and obfuscation are the politi-
cal instrument of its success (Chabal 
and Daloz, 1999). It is the immiserated 
population of the country, increasingly 
politically fractured and set against itself, 
that bears the terrible cost of Kiir’s victory. 

Backroom empires
By 2008, only three years after the sign-
ing of the CPA, the World Bank’s first 
GDP estimate for southern Sudan calcu-
lated that, at USD 15 billion, it already 
had an economy bigger than Uganda’s. 
The international community told tales 
of the nascent country as a tabula rasa, 
ready to be set on the road to prosperity 
(Thomas, 2015; Craze, 2021). In the eyes 
of the World Bank, a new state was being 
created. Southern Sudan, however, was 
far from being a tabula rasa, and cru-
cially, it had an extant political economy 
forged during the second Sudanese civil 
war from 1983 to 2005 (Nyaba, 1997). 
During this period, an elite military class 
had emerged, which had taken control of 
flows of external resources in the form of 
humanitarian aid and materiel. It used 
them to build up kinship networks and 
trading blocs to create a predatory polit-
ical economy predicated on the displace-
ment and immiseration of the southern 
Sudanese population and the accumu-
lation of livestock and trading capital 
(de Waal, 2014; Geneva Call, 2021). This 
was the elite class that took control of 
the southern Sudanese state with the 
signing of the CPA in 2005. 

With the end of the civil war, elite 
control of humanitarian resources was 
supplemented by a much more lucrative 
income source. Oil revenues, which flowed 
because of the wealth-sharing protocols 
of the CPA, enabled the government in 
Juba to be substantively autonomous from 
southern Sudanese society. It became 
dependent on petrodollars rather than 
popular support. Kiir’s regime used oil 
revenue to massively expand the security 
sector, effectively buying off rebel groups 
that had not been included within the 
bilateral confines of the CPA (Craze, 2020). 
In doing so, Juba perpetuated a mode of 
transactional politics already mastered 
by former Sudanese president Omar al 
Bashir, who had previously purchased 
the loyalty of the opposition groups that 
Kiir then putatively integrated into the 
Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) 
through the Juba Peace Agreement of 
2006 (de Waal, 2014). Violence became 

the means of leverage for commanders 
seeking to gain access to political and 
financial capital. As a result, transac-
tional payments to the security sector 
quickly ate up the budget of southern 
Sudan as commanders threatened—or 
carried out—rebellions and (after a pay-
off) were then reabsorbed into the SPLA. 
From 2005 to 2011, approximately half 
of the state’s budget was used to pay 
wages, and 70 per cent of the military’s 
budget was spent on salaries (Ministry of 
Finance and Economic Planning, 2011).

Despite the simulacrum of a bureau-
cratic state that was—with international 
assistance—being built in South Sudan, 
the state’s dysfunctional financial system 
and absent accounting practices were 
neither atavistic remnants of a previous 
era nor temporary blips on the road to 
transparency. Rather, they were deliber-

ately made parts of the new system. 
Cloaking the distribution of oil revenue in 
ambiguity enabled payoffs to the military 
class that had emerged during Sudan’s 
second civil war and which subsequently 
gorged itself on the nascent South Suda-
nese state. The emerging nation was soon 
beset by corruption scandals, including—
most famously—the dura saga of 2008. 
The government had awarded USD 3  
billion to a series of companies for the 
purchase and storage of grain (including 
sorghum, known locally as dura), most 
of which never arrived (National Audit 
Chamber, 2012). By independence in 
2011, Kiir acknowledged that there was 
USD 4 billion for which he could not  
account (ICG, 2021)—many observers 
consider this a gross underestimate.4

Kiir’s regime is a machine designed 
to survive crises. During the CPA period 

Flooding in Akobo county, Jonglei state, 2019. Source: J. Craze, 2019
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(2005–11), it used oil revenue to integrate 
opponents into the regime’s coalition. 
Kiir effectively outbid Bashir for the loy-
alty of the largely Nuer militias that had 
previously served Khartoum during the 
second Sudanese civil war (Young, 2006). 
This meant the machine needed constant 
capital inflow to grease the transactional 
gears of the machine. When in 2012, 
disputes over oil transit fees that South 
Sudan was supposed to pay its north-
ern neighbour precipitated South Sudan 
turning off oil production, some predicted 
a subsequent fall in revenue that would 
be a ‘doomsday machine’ for Kiir’s  
regime (de Waal, 2014, p. 357).5 The  
beginning of the South Sudanese civil 
war in 2013 seemed to bear out the 
truth of this prophecy. Kiir’s regime, 
however, was able to change strategies 
following the oil shutdown. It began to 
use oil-backed loans in earnest, and 
revenues were switched from oil produc-
tion to oil-backed debt. 

The structural reason for the begin-
ning of the South Sudanese civil war 
lies not in a crisis created by the oil 
shutdown, but rather in the nature of the 
militarized state that Kiir’s regime had 
created. During the period from 2005 to 
2011, the SPLA had already become less 
an institution than a political market-
place. This led commanders close to Kiir 
to increasingly place their trust in mono-
ethnic militias recruited outside of the 
SPLA’s ambit (Boswell, 2019).6 Whatever 
trust and esprit de corps there had been 
within the SPLM/A during the CPA period 
had largely vanished by 2013. The increas-
ing ethnicization of South Sudan’s armed 
forces made conflict almost inevitable, 
regardless of whether the oil had been 
turned off in 2012.

During South Sudan’s civil war, the 
fracturing of the country continued apace. 
The country’s armed forces increasingly 
became a series of militias with direct 
relations to actors outside of the formal 
structure of the state (Craze, 2023 b). 
These divisions were paralleled by a frac-
turing of the country’s political economy. 

Kiir tried to keep major capital inflows 
under the tight control of a coterie of his 
supporters and outside the supervision 
of the South Sudanese state. He accom-
plished this by having a diverse and 
constantly changing set of accounts and 
inflows to his clique. Paradoxically, Kiir’s 
fragmentation of the state’s coffers, just 
like his fragmentation of the country’s 
military, was a means of maintaining cen-
tralized control (Craze and Marko, 2022).

This centralized fragmentation has 
left the state increasingly hollowed out. 
Kiir’s regime has largely ceased to pro-
vide services or wages in South Sudan, 
except for a handful of chosen positions 
in the government and the security sector. 
Even those wages that are actually paid 
out have no real value due to inflation. 
The government’s lack of interest in main-
taining the real value of the government 
payroll is partly because it has shifted 
strategies: favoured commanders now 
receive direct cash payments from the 
Office of the President, or they are 
granted licences to tax and predate in 
areas under their control.7

Historically, opposition to the state—
and especially military rebellion—in 
southern Sudan has been dependent  
on external support: the SPLM/A, in the 
early years of the second Sudanese civil 
war, relied on support from Ethiopia; 
and the Bul Nuer militias that contested 
control of Unity state with the SPLM/A 
during the 1990s, and again from 2010 to 
2013, relied upon support from Khartoum 
(Craze and Tubiana, 2016). From 2013 
onwards, a regional realignment occurred, 
with the regimes in Khartoum and Juba 
drawing close, partly due to the role played 
by Kiir’s security advisor, Tut Kew Gatluak.8 
As a result, the SPLM/A-IO, among other 
opposition forces, was unable to find 
succour in Khartoum. Lacking support, it 
became quasi-impossible for opposition 
forces to maintain positions outside of 
the state, and there has been a concom-
itant competition for government posi-
tions. Kiir achieved marked success in 
convincing opposition commanders to 

defect (Craze, 2022a), and in keeping  
the security services under close control, 
by ensuring direct cash payments and 
materiel only go to those trusted to wage 
war on Kiir’s behalf (Craze, 2022b).  
Formally, all government workers should 
receive their salaries, as should the  
beleaguered troops wasting away in can-
tonment sites (Craze, 2020), putatively 
integrated but without pay or medical 
services. Substantively, however, real 
wages are wielded as an instrument of 
favour and only destined for those use-
ful to Kiir, while the rest of the country 
goes hungry.

Though the South Sudanese civil 
war formally ended in 2018, this basic 
pattern of centralized fragmentation has 
only accelerated, and a period of forced 
austerity created by climatic disaster 
and conflict has revealed its lineaments 
all the more clearly. According to the 
World Bank, the South Sudanese GDP 
fell from nearly USD 18 billion in 2011  
to under USD 3 billion by 2016 (World 
Bank, 2023). Nonetheless, the basic 
weightings of the state’s income have 
remained unchanged: 98 per cent of the 
government’s budget comes from oil, 
which accounts for 80 per cent of the 
country’s GDP. The priorities of Kiir’s  
regime have also remain unchanged. 
The amount spent on the Ministry of 
Health from July to December 2021 was 
half as much as the annual healthcare 
allowance for members of parliament 
(UNSC, 2022b). In 2022–23, accountabil-
ity, health, and education received less 
than 30 per cent of their budget alloca-
tion, a total of USD 15 million. During 
the same period, USD 21.1 million was 
spent on parliament (UNSC, 2023a,  
p. 31). Most of the money dispensed to 
parliament was via allowances and other 
benefits rather than in the form of wages. 
This is but one example of a more gen-
eral strategy: instead of paying wages  
to favoured military and political per-
sonnel—a central strategy of the CPA 
period—Kiir’s regime now dispenses  
allowances and favours, which, unlike 
wages, can be iterative and selective, 
rather than comprehensive. This shift  
allows Kiir to continue rewarding loyal 
followers, while hollowing out the sala-
ried class. 

The R-ARCSS has multiple commit-
ments to transparency and accountability 
in relation to national wealth (IGAD, 
2018). In reality, however, the peace 
agreement has been a machine to dis-
pense favours and accumulate wealth 
within the political and military elite. 

 Most of the money  
dispensed to parliament was via  
allowances and other benefits 
rather than in the form of wages.” 
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This is clearly demonstrated in a SPLM-
IO report on the suspension of one of  
its members for speaking up against 
SPLM corruption within the Transitional 
National Legislative Assembly (TNLA) 
(Office of the First Deputy Speaker, 2023). 
According to this report, the benefits 
and privileges doled out to members of 
the TNLA and the Parliamentary Services 
Commission include a car loan of USD 
50,000 per term of parliament for each 
MP and a USD 30,000 medical allowance 
per year. For the entire parliament the 
total of this medical allowance would 
equal USD 19.5 million per year, a sum 
that dwarfs the amount of money dis-
pensed for health provision across the 
entire country (UNSC, 2023a).9 While the 
document notes that these benefits—
among many others—have only been  
irregularly honoured, they are indicative 
of the government’s priorities.10 

Payments to the political class are 
also overwhelmingly partisan and are 

part of Kiir’s efforts to starve the SPLM-IO 
of finance, thereby eroding its support. 
For instance, between July and Septem-
ber 2022, ministries controlled by the 
government spent four times as much 
as those controlled by the opposition 
(UNSC, 2023a, p. 31; Ministry of Finance 
and Planning, 2022).11 

While budgets are designed with 
one eye to the Troika and international 
financial institutions, spending patterns 
are more reflective of the priorities of  
Kiir’s regime.12 The apportioning of state 
finances also reflects the regime’s inten-
tions to centralize control of economic 
affairs in the Office of the President. In 
the first quarter of 2022–23, for instance, 
the Ministry of Presidential Affairs spent 
581 per cent of its allocation. In contrast, 
the Ministry of Health, the Anti-Corruption 
Commission, the National Constitutional 
Amendment Committee, and further 
oversight mechanisms were all starved 
of funds—the Anti-Corruption Commis-

sion was evicted from its offices in 2022 
due to the non-payment of rent (UNHRC, 
2023, p. 79).

The overwhelming concentration  
of financial capital in the political class 
in Juba has created fragmentation and 
conflict elsewhere, as politicians com-
pete for access to lucrative positions 
and mobilize their constituencies in  
zero-sum competitions for political  
power (Craze, 2022b). Given the almost 
total absence of a developmental state 
in South Sudan, government is increas-
ingly associated with these positions, 
and the national compact correspond-
ingly contracts. For South Sudan’s 
many ethnic groups, government means 
controlling a county commissionership 
or a state gubernatorial position, and 
the resources and political power such 
a position affords. This creates zero-
sum competitions between groups  
for administrative positions all over  
the country. 
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The partial withdrawal of the state 
from the provision of wages outside the 
national capital and the concentration 
of capital in Juba to the detriment of the 
rest of the country has also had a dele-
terious effect on the security situation in 
South Sudan. Military commanders and 
county commissioners are increasingly 
licensed as entrepreneurs as Kiir’s regime 
outsources the monopoly on violence 
along with the capacity to collect reve-
nue. Contentions over such outsourced 
business opportunities are part of the 
engine of conflict in Upper Nile and Unity 
(Craze, 2023a; Small Arms Survey, 2023a). 

Other than oil, South Sudan has sig-
nificant resource extraction operations in 
gold and timber. These operations are 
almost entirely ‘off-book’ and are domi-
nated by the South Sudanese security 
services; they have become part of the 
entrepreneurial opportunities offered by 
the state to its commanders and politi-
cians. State and county-level officials 
and military commanders pursue deals 
with private organizations outside formal 
channels and form part of regional net-
works. Timber logging in the Equatorias, 
for example, is facilitated by the South 
Sudan People’s Defence Forces (SSPDF): 
companies pay off commanders for access 
to timber, for logistics, and for security.13 
This timber—primarily mahogany and 
teak—is largely exported via Uganda. 
The sector is almost entirely unregulated 
and informal.14 

Gold mining, like timber logging, is 
almost completely informal. It occurs in 
Central and Eastern Equatoria states and 
on the western border of Western Bahr el 
Ghazal state. All of South Sudan’s gold is 
exported to Uganda, Kenya, Sudan, and 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Although 
there is no exact figure on the size of 
the gold mining sector in South Sudan, 
the USD 110 million of gold reportedly 
received by Uganda and the UAE in 2020 
is almost certainly a huge underestimate 
(Hunter and Opala, 2023). Gold mining 
is mostly unregulated, and state-level 
administrations grant licences without 
formal approval from the national gov-
ernment (Small Arms Survey, 2023b).  
In Central and Eastern Equatoria, gold 
brokers arrange mining deals, find for-
eign partners, and pay off local politi-
cians and commanders. This increases 
the militarization of both states and 
leads to contestations over gold mining 
sites (The Enough Project, 2020).

These informal unregulated sectors 
represent a political strategy for Kiir’s 
regime. Rather than pay off the political 

and military class from oil revenues that 
are used by Juba, commanders and sol-
diers alike are encouraged to become 
entrepreneurs (Craze, 2023b). Without 
such activities, they would not survive. 
As the IMF notes, more than half of South 
Sudanese government workers live on 
less than USD 5 per month, well below 
the World Bank’s international extreme 
poverty line of USD 2.15 per day (IMF, 
2022; World Bank, 2022). For example, 
a police officer in Yambio, Western 
Equatoria, earns USD 4–9 per month if 
their salary is paid; a kilogram of goat, 
in comparison, is USD 4.15 Salaries often 
go unpaid, and even when delivered, 
they are simply not enough to survive. 
This necessitates public officials taking 
on other forms of work—such as agricul-
tural labour—or finding other sources of 
income. For soldiers and other uniformed 
personnel, the inadequacy of the wage 
structure has meant that soldiers often 
sell off materiel to youth fighters, work 
in mining operations, or extract revenue 
from checkpoints and engage in other 
forms of predatory behaviour (Small Arms 
Survey, 2023b). 

The undermining of the government 
wage structure that had previously  
assuaged South Sudan’s uneven transi-
tion to a market economy is not the  
result of South Sudan’s economic crisis. 
Allowing wages to become effectively 
meaningless, given rampant inflation, 
was rather a political decision taken by 
Kiir’s regime. The oil for roads programme 
now takes up more of the government’s 
budget than the provision of wages,  
because the programme enables Kiir’s  
regime to move money off-book quickly 
and into the hands of his associates. 
Paying wages, in contrast, commits Kiir 
to a more formalized system, where 
there is more oversight of expenditure 
and less selectivity about who should 
receive income. Wages are simply a less 
malleable system for political control 
than dispensing favours and licences.16 
The shift away from wages is thus part of 
Kiir’s regime survival strategy. The bloated 
wage-bill of the security sector from 2005 
to 2011 helped create an appearance of 
unity in South Sudan and enabled Kiir to 
buy off the militias that Khartoum would 
have otherwise used to disrupt the 2011 
referendum on secession. From 2013, 
however, Kiir has ruled not through unity, 
but through disorder and the fragmenta-
tion of the country into rivalrous factions: 
that South Sudan’s political economy 
has shifted from wages to favours is a 
fundamental part of this transformation.

Pay day loans
Oil is the single largest contributor to 
South Sudan’s economy, even if, sub-
stantively, it only reaches the South  
Sudanese people via the intermittent 
payment of government salaries. For  
Kiir’s regime, oil is the wellspring. In  
the 2021–22 budget, it represented  
90 per cent of government revenues 
(Ministry of Finance and Planning, 
2021). For the 2021–22 financial year, 
production stood at around 150,000–
160,000 barrels per day (bpd). For the 
2022–23 financial year the government 
exceeded its budget target of USD 1.6 
billion in gross oil revenues (UNSC, 
2023a , p. 30).17

From the moment the oil is siphoned 
from the ground, a game begins. Donors 
and international financial institutions 
want oil revenue put into a single fund 
so that it is accounted for transparently; 
Kiir’s regime, however, tries to funnel 
money off-book and into the hands of the 
security services and political allies. Only 
40–45 per cent of the South Sudanese 
oil revenue ever goes to the state (ICG, 
2021). The rest goes to the three joint 
venture oil producers in the country.18 
Some of this money partly covers the 
costs of security companies working in 
the oil field—companies linked to South 
Sudan’s security services—but these 
payments are obscure and little under-
stood.19 The annual surface rental fees 
that oil producers must pay is another 
way the regime diverts petrodollars. 
These fees have not been paid into the 
National Revenue Fund, as stipulated  
by the Petroleum Act of 2012, and it is 
unclear where they go, or how they are 
spent (UNSC, 2021).

The state-run Nile Petroleum Corpo-
ration (Nilepet) also regularly receives 
tens of millions of USD from producers 
and the government, but these amounts 
are not reliably disclosed (Global Witness, 
2018; The Sentry, 2018). Nilepet has 
stakes in all three of the joint venture 
companies operating in South Sudan 
(Global Witness, 2018; Radio Miraya, 
2021). Nilepet’s accounts have never 
been audited because it has never filed 
statements with the National Audit 
Chamber. In the 2019–20 budget,  
there is an allocation to Nilepet of USD 
160 million, though it is unclear how 
this amount was calculated or whether 
it was paid in full (ICG, 2021). The  
National Security Service (NSS), among 
other security organs, has also received 
support from oil producers, including 
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in-kind donations of fuel and medical 
care. Such donations have gone to both 
the NSS and private companies controlled 
by the NSS (UNSC, 2022b).

Part of the state’s portion of the oil 
revenue is paid to Sudan in transit fees. 
Since independence, South Sudan has 
paid Sudan transit fees—historically  
between 19,000 and 28,000 bpd—to 
use Sudanese pipelines and to service  
a debt of USD 3 billion to Sudan. Even 
though this debt was finally paid off in 
March 2022, payments to Sudan have 
mysteriously continued with only a min-
imal reduction. From July to September 
2022, for instance, South Sudan allo-
cated approximately USD 200 million 
worth of oil to Sudan, despite the cost 
of transit fees being only about USD 65 
million. These excessive fees are not  
accounted for in either South Sudan or 
Sudan. According to politicians with 
knowledge of the arrangements, these 
fees are divided between South Suda-
nese and Sudanese elites close to  
Kiir and Abdel Fattah Abdelrahman  
al-Burhan, the head of Sudan’s military 
junta. These arrangements are orches-
trated by Tut Kew Gatluak, Kiir’s secu
rity advisor, and Bol Mel, the Senior 
Presidential Special Envoy for Special 
Programmes, and the head of several 
US-sanctioned businesses previously 
involved in diverting oil funds and other 
state revenues (UNSC, 2023a; The Sentry, 
2021).20 At present, the portion of these 
transit fees destined for Sudan flow to the 
Sudan Armed Forces, despite repeated 
attempts by the UAE and the Rapid Sup-
port Forces (RSF) to have Kiir cut off this 
important source of income for the Suda-
nese army.21

The 35,000–45,000 bpd remaining to 
the state, after payments to the joint ven-
ture oil producers and to Sudan, is also 
subject to diversion before that money 
reaches the national budget (where it is 
also subject to diversion). One such 
means of diversion is through obtaining 
oil-backed loans. The terms of these 
loans are seldom disclosed, and they 
are rarely placed into the central account 
of the National Revenue Fund. Oil-backed 
loans began in 2012 (ICG, 2021, p. 8), 
when South Sudan borrowed more than 
USD 1 billion against future oil production 
from two of the major oil producers oper-
ating in the country, the Chinese National 
Petroleum Corporation and Petronas. 
South Sudan also secured oil-backed 
loans from the Qatar National Bank for 
USD 793 million, from 2012 to 2015, and 
from Stanbic Bank, Kenya’s sixth largest 

commercial bank, for USD 200 million 
(UNSC, 2021). While this money was  
intended to deliver fuel, food, and med-
icine, much of it disappeared into shell 
companies connected to the political 
class, and services were not delivered 
(The Sentry, 2022; Global Witness, 2018).22

After the outbreak of the civil war in 
2013, South Sudan turned to commodity 
traders to secure oil-backed loans. These 
were generally pre-payment arrange-
ments, the international equivalent of 
pay day loans, with correspondingly high 
levels of interest (ICG, 2021).23 Initially 
Trafigura, one of the world’s major com-
modity brokers, provided most of these 
pre-payment arrangements, worth around 
USD 300 million from 2013 to 2018, but 
the South Sudanese government soon 
brokered agreements with smaller traders 
too, including B.B. Energy and Sahara 
Energy Resources DMCC, receiving USD 
400 million during the 2017–18 financial 
year (ICG, 2021; UNSC, 2019, pp. 30–31). 
These loans immiserate the state in  
advance, with repayments—including 
substantial interest fees—cutting into 
future government revenue (IMF, 2019; 
Anderson and Gibb, 2019; Gibb, 2020).

In June 2019, the government  
announced it would suspend pre-sales 
of oil. This commitment, however, has 
not been honoured. Instead, the govern-
ment has simply not declared existing 
loans, while continuing to contract new 
loans. For instance, the government  
obtained a loan from Nasdec General 
Trading of up to USD 539 million in 2018, 
but only reported it in 2022 (IMF, 2022). 
During the 2021–22 financial year, the 
government borrowed USD 675 million 
from the National Investment and Devel-
opment Bank (UNSC, 2023a). South  
Sudan’s total commercial debt remains 
unknown, but it is likely now more than 
USD 1.7 billion, which is to be repaid 
through future deliveries of oil (UNHRC, 
2023, p. 80). 

The advantage of such loans for Kiir’s 
regime is that they allow money to be 
diverted away from the designated oil 
revenue account. For example, the Nasdec 
loan was paid into government accounts 
with First Abu Dhabi Bank in the UAE, 
rather than into the designated oil  
revenue account, facilitating diversion 
(UNSC, 2022a, p. 16). According to the 
IMF, the constitution and the Public  
Finance Management Act require Parlia-
ment to approve all borrowing, but formal 
procedures for borrowing and debt moni-
toring do not exist (IMF, 2023b). With 
each IMF disbursement, the government 
of South Sudan reduces its dependence 
on oil-backed loans. When the IMF funds 
are exhausted, however, the government 
returns to borrowing (UNSC, 2023a, p. 30).

In 2022–23, the government sold the 
bulk of the country’s oil to smaller oil 
traders via auctions. While there have 
been periods when single large oil brokers 
such as Trafigura have purchased most 
of South Sudan’s oil, the government has 
effectively ruined its relationship with 
the larger commodity brokers, due to 
the inconstancy of its financial practices, 
and smaller oil traders have become the 
only firms willing to do business with  
Kiir’s regime. Even smaller oil traders, 
however, complain that government  
officials expect to be paid allowances, 
travel, and expenses. Moreover, South 
Sudan’s oil cargoes are not necessarily 
allocated to the highest bidders and  
the process lacks transparency (UNSC, 
2023a). Buyers further complain that 
they are asked for advance payments in 
order to secure cargoes. The Ministry of 
Petroleum has failed to publicize the selec-
tion of buyers, the terms of negotiation, 
and the details of the cargoes, despite a 
commitment to do so in the R-ARCSS. 

Payments for these cargoes are pre-
dictably opaque. They initially seem to 
enter the government’s account with the 
Federal Reserve Bank of New York. From 

 The advantage of such 
loans for Kiir’s regime is that  
they allow money to be diverted 
away from the designated oil  
revenue account.” 
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there, the UN Panel of Experts for South 
Sudan reports that funds are transferred 
into a dizzying array of commercial banks 
in Kenya, Uganda, and the Gulf, with 
Nilepet, the NSS, and the National Rev-
enue Authority each operating multiple 
accounts (UNSC, 2023a, p. 35). This  
obfuscation makes oversight more  
difficult, and government audits in  
2021 and 2022 report large numbers  
of irregular transfers, worth millions of 
USD, from a wide range of government 
accounts (National Audit Chamber, 2021). 
In the view of the US State Department, 
this ‘facilitates significant revenue leak-
age and diversion by corrupt actors,  
undermining the already negligible  
financing of basic services for [the] South 
Sudanese people’ (US Department of 
State, 2023).

The oil-for-roads programme is  
another way that funds are likely diverted 
from government revenues (UNSC, 2023a). 
This scheme is also the single largest des-
tination of public funds in South Sudan. 
In the first quarter of the 2022–23 finan-
cial year, for instance, the government 
allocated USD 174.8 million in oil reve-
nues to the programme, though there is 
no detailed reporting on this expenditure. 
Funds are deposited directly into the  
accounts of the contracted companies, 
without being obviously tied to extant 
contracts. Much of this programme is 
administered by ARC Resource Corpora-
tion. The company is linked to, if not 
owned by, Bol Mel, the Senior Presiden-
tial Special Envoy for Special Programmes. 
There are obvious conflicts of interest  
in Bol Mel being at once responsible for 
negotiations over oil and the recipient 
of oil revenues. Such connections are 
part of the way that Kiir’s regime gets  
oil revenue off-book, in order to peel off 
commanders from the SPLA-IO and thus 
finance its own version of Bashir’s trans-
actional patrimonial political system.

Sailing in international 
waters
In 2020, facing extremely destructive 
floods and the economic consequences 
of the global pandemic, which included 
a precipitous drop in the price of oil, 
South Sudan’s economy collapsed. By 
August of that year, the central bank  
announced that it had no more foreign 
currency reserves, and the government 
resorted to printing money, which fuelled 
inflation (ICG, 2021). As the South Suda-
nese economy fell further into the abyss, 

the IMF gave the government a Rapid 
Credit Facility (RCF) loan of USD 52.3 
million in emergency assistance in  
November 2020 and USD 174.2 million 
in March 2021. Both loans came with  
a number of conditions designed to  
improve South Sudan’s financial man-
agement (IMF, 2021).

Both disbursements, however, were 
tarnished with a number of irregularities. 
For the first disbursement, the IMF, along 
with South Sudan’s auditor general, 
found that 31 per cent of the funds effec-
tively vanished, or in the more techno-
cratic language of the IMF, ‘Adequate 
documentation could not be provided 
for 31 per cent of the funds disbursed’ 
(IMF, 2023b). There was a similar story 
with the second disbursement, which 
was 29 per cent non-compliant with the 
conditions of the loan. Despite these  
irregularities, the IMF agreed to a further 
disbursement of USD 114.8 million under 
the ‘Food Shock Window’ of the RCF on  
1 March 2023 (IMF, 2023a).

Even the approximately 70 per cent 
of the initial two disbursements that was 
accounted for revealed a consistent set 
of government strategies to divert these 
funds. These included making ghost pay-
ments to non-existent soldiers and pri-
oritizing payments to the regime’s own 
military forces while minimizing pay-
ments to SPLM/A-IO forces and officials. 
For instance, in 2020, payments for salary 
arrears in the SSPDF overwhelmingly went 
to military divisions in Bahr el Ghazal 
close to Kiir’s political circle: Division  
11 in Warrap received SSP 20,459,090 
(USD 20,000) and Division 3 in Northern 
Bahr el Ghazal received SSP 26,400,210 
(USD 26,000). In comparison, Division 4 
in Unity state received only SSP 14,811,486 
(USD 14,000) (National Audit Chamber, 
2020, p. 38). These payments to the 
SSPDF occurred at a time when Division 
11 was recruiting in Warrap —in contra-
vention of the R-ARCSS—raising the real 
possibility that IMF loans went directly 
to new recruits (Craze, 2022b, p. 39). 

The IMF RCF in November 2020 was 
designed to pay for salary arrears for 
government civil servants, as well as for 
the military. Here, too, there were irreg-
ularities designed to funnel payments  
to actors loyal to Kiir. For instance, nearly 
a third of the almost USD 6 million allo-
cated for salary arrears to diplomatic 
missions was used for other purposes 
(National Audit Chamber, 2020). Money 
from the IMF was also used to fund the 
Intelligence Bureau of the NSS, during  
a period when the NSS continued to  

detain activists living abroad and bring 
them back to Juba for detention and  
execution (UNSC, 2023a, pp. 28–29;  
Amnesty International, 2023). The IMF 
RCFs, like the oil-backed loans, were 
used by Kiir’s regime to reward military 
and political loyalists.

The price of angels
Humanitarian assistance constitutes the 
fourth great pillar of external revenues 
flowing into South Sudan, alongside oil, 
international financial assistance, and 
other resource extraction operations. 
Like the other pillars of South Sudan’s 
system of extraversion, humanitarian 
assistance is subject to diversion by the 
political and military elite. Before this 
section outlines the mechanisms by 
which humanitarian aid is diverted to 
the government, it is worth underscoring 
the humanitarian sector’s most funda-
mental benefits to the government.  
The international community provides 
most of South Sudan’s social spending, 
including almost all its health services, 
through approximately 1.7 billion dollars 
in humanitarian aid, most of which is 
for food and nutrition (IMF, 2023b, p. 6; 
OCHA FTS, 2023, p. 5). Without this aid, 
the South Sudanese government would 
be forced into a franker reckoning with its 
population, which it provides with almost 
no services. Thus, aid itself functions to 
allow Kiir’s regime to organize itself as a 
predatory state, with the humanitarian 
sector picking up the slack. Furthermore, 
the fact that the humanitarian agencies, 
alongside the UN mission in the country, 
have to recognize the state and abide 
by its edicts is a fundamental part of its 
claim to legitimacy, despite its continual 
attacks on the civilian populace, as— 
for example—during brutal government  
assaults in southern Unity state in 2022 
(UNHRC, 2023).

Belligerent parties in what is now 
South Sudan have a long history of  
diverting aid in order to assist conflict 
actors, and of controlling access to  
humanitarian actors as a means of  
organizing the displacement of popula-
tions (Keen, 1994; Africa Rights, 1997; 
Craze and Tubiana, 2016; Craze, 2018). 
Unsurprisingly, the looting and seizure 
of humanitarian assets, and the control 
of populations, continues today. This 
short paper cannot do justice to the 
enormous body of literature on this top-
ic and will instead focus on some recent 
case studies. 
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In conflict in Upper Nile in 2022, 
both the SPLA-IO-aligned White Army 
and the SSPDF-aligned Agwelek forces 
attacked sites immediately after World 
Food Programme (WFP) distributions 
(Craze, 2023a). This food aid was used 
to feed soldiers carrying out attacks on 
Nuer and Shilluk civilians. In Jonglei, WFP 
convoys travelling to the Greater Pibor 
Administrative Area (GPAA) have been 
repeatedly looted at the Anyidi junction 
(Craze, 2023c). In 2023, 120 metric tons 
of food aid were taken in only three inci-
dents (though around 30 metric tons were 
recovered by the government). These  
attacks often use dozens of motorbikes 
and rapidly remove the looted items 
from the area of the attack. According  
to sources close to the Jonglei state gov-
ernment, they are carried out with the 
involvement of members of the SSPDF 
and the local administration.24 Such  
assaults have two functions: they attack 
Pibor from a distance by denying food 
aid to the Murle, and they feed the dis-
contented youth and soldiers of Bor, 
who have few resources due to a lack  
of salary payments to the SSPDF, and a 
WFP suspension of general food distri-
butions in the area.

Instrumentalizing  
displacement
Actual looting is only the most egregious 
example of the way that humanitarian 
aid is diverted by Kiir’s regime and other 
armed groups in South Sudan. Populations 
of internally displaced persons (IDPs) have 
long been contested as ‘prizes’ by the 
country’s political elite (Geneva Call, 
2021). Since August 2021, the Unity state 
governor, Nguen Monytuil, has moved 
IDPs into Rubkona county, and demanded 
humanitarian support for these IDPs, 
which has often been delivered (Small 
Arms Survey, 2023a). Monytuil has facili-
tated these movements in order to erode 
support for the SPLM-IO Deputy Governor 
of the state, Tor Tungwar, among his 
own Leek Nuer group, by trying to assure 
the Leek that he can provide resources—
via humanitarian support—that Tungwar 
cannot (Small Arms Survey, 2023a). 
Similarly, Vice President Taban Deng Gai, 
who comes from Guit county, Unity state, 
set up his own IDP camp in Rubkona 
county in 2022, and also demanded  
humanitarian assistance. In Panakuach, 
on the border with Sudan, there is contin-
ual tension over movement of IDPs from 
South Sudan and more recent returnees 

from Sudan. Panakuach is contested by 
the Ruweng Administrative Area and 
Unity state, and both administrations 
are competing for Sudanese and South 
Sudanese nationals fleeing the war in 
Sudan, and the humanitarian resources 
that flow to them. 

In a situation in which wages and 
services have largely stopped flowing 
from the central government in Juba,  
humanitarian organizations—including 
the wages they pay and the services they 
provide—are prizes in South Sudan’s 
conflicts. In 2022, during the conflict in 
Upper Nile, the SPLA-IO mobilized youth 
forces in Ayod county by claiming that 
only if they had military control of the 
White Nile could humanitarian distribu-
tions occur. The resulting conflict was in 
many senses a war for control of flows of 
humanitarian resources (Craze, 2023a). 

Taxes and fees
Taxes, both formal and informal, are  
another way that the humanitarian sector 
pays Kiir’s regime. Since the beginning 
of the civil war in 2013, the government 
has continually tried to squeeze NGOs 
with increased work permit fees and reg-
istration fees. Taxes on local humanitarian 
workers also function as an important 
source of revenue for county commis-
sioners, and this pushes local political 
actors to attempt to shape humanitarian 
access to follow political rather than  
humanitarian priorities (Geneva Call, 
2021). Furthermore, checkpoints are a 
means for informally diverting humani-
tarian aid to government commanders. 
A 2021 survey of the political economy 
of checkpoints found that their number 
in South Sudan had increased 50 per 
cent since independence—an eloquent 
commentary on the collapse of wage  
labour for South Sudanese security  
forces and the correlative need for ‘entre-
preneurial activity’ (Schouten, Matthysen, 
and Muller, 2021). The study further found 
that such checkpoints are lucrative,  

especially on riverine routes. (One reason  
for the ferocity of the conflict in Upper 
Nile in September–December 2022  
was that control of the port of Tonga 
means controlling riverine taxation.)  
For instance, if the WFP contracted 20 
round trips from Bor to Renk along the 
White Nile, it would pay security forces 
USD 320,000 in illicit river checkpoint 
taxes; for 400 trucks travelling from Juba 
to Bentiu, it would pay USD 272,800 
(figures calculated from Schouten,  
Matthysen, and Muller, 2021). 

At every opportunity, the govern-
ment attempts to divert funds into its 
patrimonial system. This effort permeates 
every aspect of humanitarian assistance. 
For instance, the guards at humanitarian 
compounds and the workers in humani-
tarian organizations tend to come from 
families closely linked to the relevant 
county commissioner. Humanitarian 
jobs, and the wages that come with 
them, are prizes dispensed by govern-
ment agents. NGOs, as one report had 
it, ‘are the new oil fields’ (USIP and ODI, 
2018, p. 6). 

South Sudan’s elites also derive 
benefits from the infrastructure used by 
the humanitarian sector. Aid agencies’ 
logistical contracts with trucking compa-
nies and payments to landlords for com-
pounds are worth hundreds of millions 
of dollars a year. Some of that income 
goes to the regional firms that dominate 
the sector, but none of these companies 
can operate without the right political 
backing. In Wau, the author observed 
WFP and International Organization for 
Migration compounds that had been 
rented from a company owned by Kiir, 
on land that was gifted to him by the 
then-governor of Western Bahr el Ghazal,  
Angelo Taban.25 A military officer living 
in Wau detailed how the creation of 
prét-à-pôrter compounds for rent by  
humanitarian organizations constituted 
a lucrative business interest.26

None of this is new. As previously 
stated, there is a long history of the 

 Humanitarian jobs, and  
the wages that come with  
them, are prizes dispensed by 
government agents.” 
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South Sudanese elite instrumentalizing 
humanitarian aid. Just as pronounced  
is the elite’s knowledge that, despite 
warnings and threats from the interna-
tional community, humanitarian aid will 
continue, suspensions of activity will 
only ever be temporary, and attempts  
to demand accountability will never be 
rigorous or coherent. 

Conclusion:  
the coming violence 
In August 2022, the government  
announced an extension of the transi-
tional period, now to be ended with 
elections in 2024. In theory, the govern-
ment is finally making progress. There are 
a series of laws slowly moving through 
Parliament that begin to chart a course 
to elections. The first group of 55,000 
NUF recruits has now graduated, albeit 
not deployed. Even given the timeframe 
of the extension, however, things are 
running behind schedule. For instance, 
the National Constitutional Amendment 
Committee suspended its work in March 
2023, citing a lack of salary payments 
over three years. Mid- and lower-level 
commanders in the armed forces have 
also not been appointed, leading to fur-
ther delays with the Chapter II provisions 
of the R-ARCSS. While the government 
has asked the UN Mission in South Sudan 
(UNMISS) for help preparing for elec-
tions, UN officials privately doubt that 
the sizeable legal and practical work 
needed before even modestly credible 
elections could take place will be com-
pleted as per the timetable set out by 
the extension.27

Substantively, however, the situa-
tion is worse than even these delays 
suggest. Displacement in South Sudan 
is at its highest level since the signing 
of the R-ARCSS (UNSC, 2023, p. 2). The 
SPLM/A-IO is increasingly weak, and its 
leader (and South Sudan’s first vice pres-
ident), Riek Machar, has lost his support 
among the Eastern Nuer, who have been 
bought off by Kiir’s regime.28 The govern-
ment continues to rule South Sudan by 
setting commanders against each other 
(Craze, 2022a; 2022b). Consequently, 
the security landscape in South Sudan 
is increasingly chaotic, with local forces 
mobilizing to defend territory and obtain 
scarce resources, including from humani-
tarian agencies. South Sudan is depend-
ent on a fragmented and fractious elite 
class, competing in the periphery for 
power in Juba. 

There is little to suggest this will 
change in the near future. While Kiir’s 
regime may be suffering from reduced 
financial capacity, regional realignments 
mean that rebel groups no longer have 
external sources of support. Moreover, 
South Sudan has a relatively stable  
system of disorder predicated on Kiir’s 
regime’s manipulation of a fractious set 
of commanders. Continuing conflict in 
South Sudan is unlikely to return to the 
pattern seen at the beginning of the civil 
war, where there were two principal  
belligerent actors. Instead, it will likely 
be a series of localized conflicts that, 
nonetheless, follow a national pattern: 
politicians will continue to instrumental-
ize ethnic militia forces, and communi-
ties will fight for prizes—such as county 
commissionerships—determined by the 
state, while simultaneously struggling 
violently against the encroachment of 
state forces. 

In such a context, elections pose a 
threat to Kiir’s control and will likely lead 
to violence. Since 2005, and especially 
since 2018, communities across South 
Sudan have fought to determine delimited 
territorial boundaries—which are every-
where more disputed as they become 
more formalized—and to gain adminis-
trative positions that the political class 
has encouraged the South Sudanese to 
see in ethnic or sectional terms. These 
struggles are not archaisms. They reflect 
a much diminished national compact, as 
ethnic and sectional strife has become 
the logical consequence of the political 
system in place in South Sudan.29  
Although elections would be explosive 
and risk the implosion of Kiir’s coalition, 
his regime is committed to them, as a 
means of garnering international legiti-
macy and ending the arms embargo. It is 
a perilous plan given the rifts in the coun-
try that Kiir has encouraged.

Policy observations for the 
international community
This Briefing Paper aims to provide the 
international community with policy  
observations related to three areas of 
focus: the diversion of humanitarian  
resources, oil revenues, and interna-
tional financial institutions’ lending to 
the South Sudanese government. 

Humanitarian diversion
	 The humanitarian sector, including 

UN agencies, should conduct a  

robust, transparent, public analysis 
of its use of infrastructure in South 
Sudan, including compound rentals 
and the use of transport companies. 
It should then collectively organize  
a series of public red lines to ensure 
that humanitarian funds do not go 
to actors fuelling conflict. A clear 
register of ownership in South Sudan 
—of both businesses and buildings 
—should be established so that laws 
prohibiting conflicts of interest and 
the participation of government and 
military personnel in private business 
can be respected. 

	 The government relies on the human-
itarian sector to administer basic 
services and assistance to society. 
This not only prevents the situation in 
South Sudan from becoming an even 
greater disaster, but also assuages 
popular discontent with the govern-
ment. Consequently, the sector has 
much more leverage than it believes. 
The donor community must establish 
a firm set of red lines about humani-
tarian diversion as a condition for the 
continuance of humanitarian relief 
in the country. 

	 Agencies must invest more in rigor-
ous conflict sensitivity analysis to 
ensure that humanitarian access  
is not used as a tool of population 
displacement and conflict. These 
conflict sensitivity analyses should 
be public and transparent. 

	 The international footprint in Juba 
should be reduced until humanitarian 
aid is no longer diverted. This could 
be achieved by a withdrawal of non-
essential personnel, the decentralizing 
of operations outside of Juba to the 
peripheries of the country, and build-
ing cross-border delivery pipelines. 

Oil revenue and  
international finance

	 More international pressure should 
be placed on the government to  
establish a single transparent public 
oil account, as well as to make an 
immediate disclosure of govern-
ment revenues and debts, and the 
full disclosure of the allocations of 
oil to off-budget projects. These allo-
cations should also end. Until such 
measures are taken, donors and  
international financial institutions, 
including the IMF, should not provide 
further financial support.
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	 The IMF should not take minimal  
improvements in the management 
of its RCFs as a sufficient sign of pro-
gress by the South Sudanese gov-
ernment; instead, it must demand 
full transparency with regard to oil 
revenues as a condition of further 
disbursement of loans.

	 Pressure should be placed on South 
Sudan’s commercial partners. Those 
oil companies with a presence in  
Europe or the United States should 
be asked to be transparent and to 
comply with South Sudanese law—
including routing all payments to a 
single designated oil account. The 
European Union, Switzerland, UK, 
and US could ask all businesses 
working in South Sudan to require 
permits that force such businesses 
to comply with a rigorous transpar-
ency code.  

Abbreviations and  
acronyms
BPD Barrels per day
CPA Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
GDP Gross domestic product
GPAA Greater Pibor Administrative Area
IDP Internally displaced person
IMF International Monetary Fund
NGO Non-governmental organization
Nilepet Nile Petroleum Corporation
NSS National Security Service
NUF Necessary Unified Forces
R-ARCSS	Revitalised Agreement on the 
Resolution of the Conflict in the Republic 
of South Sudan 
RCF Rapid Credit Facility
RSF Rapid Support Forces
SPLA Sudan People’s Liberation Army
SPLA-IO Sudan People’s Liberation  
Army-in-Opposition
SPLM Sudan People’s Liberation  
Movement
SPLM/A Sudan People’s Liberation 
Movement/Army
SPLM/A-IO Sudan People’s Liberation 
Movement/Army-in-Opposition
SPLM-IO Sudan People’s Liberation 
Movement-in-Opposition
SSP South Sudan pound
SSPDF South Sudan People’s Defence 
Forces
SSR Security sector reform

TNLA Transitional National Legislative 
Assembly
UAE United Arab Emirates
UN United Nations
UNMISS United Nations Mission in 
South Sudan
USD United States dollar
WFP World Food Programme

Notes
1	 Interviews with graduated NUF soldiers, 

Juba and Yambio, August 2023.
2	 This Briefing Paper will use the designa-

tion ‘southern Sudan’ to refer to the  
area of Sudan that is presently the  
nation-state of South Sudan, prior to its 
independence in 2011. 

3	 For an excellent treatment of the transfor-
mation of rural livelihood strategies in 
South Sudan see Kindersley and Majok 
(2020; 2021).

4	 Interviews with South Sudanese political 
analysts in Juba, Malakal, and Bentiu, 
2012–22.

5	 In January 2012, during a stand-off in 
negotiations with Sudan over oil transit 
fees and other aspects of oil exportation, 
South Sudan turned off its oil pumps.

6	 In the analysis of Alex de Waal and others, 
South Sudanese politics has become a 
permanent political marketplace in which 
payoffs are made with petrodollars. Such 
an approach to South Sudanese politics 
is ahistorical: there was, indeed, a politi-
cal marketplace, but it functioned thanks 
to conditions that pertained to the CPA 
period—the political marketplace is not  
a magic lens through which to view all  
of South Sudan’s political history. For  
the ‘political marketplace’ approach see: 
de Waal (2015), and Boswell et al. (2019).

7	 Multiple interviews with commanders in 
Wau, September 2021; Juba, September 
2022; Yei, August 2023.

8	 This situation has now changed, given 
the war which began in Sudan in April 
2023. Tut Kew Gatluak, given his proximity 
to the RSF, has subsequently lost influ-
ence in both Khartoum and Juba. 

9	 Thanks to Ferenc David Marko for these 
calculations.

10	 In October 2022, the TNLA received half 
its medical allowance; of the promised car 
allowance, again, only half was apparently 
received. See Radio Tamazuj (2022). 

11	 Under the terms of the R-ARCSS, all posi-
tions in the transitional government of 
national unity are assigned based on 
party affiliation. For instance, five deputy 
ministerial portfolios are given to the 
incumbent regime, with three going to 
the SPLM-IO, and another to the South 
Sudan Opposition Alliance. Such appor-
tioning continues all the way down the 
chain, with a ‘responsibility sharing ratio’ 
allotted for state and local government 

positions (R-ARCSS, Clause 1.6-1.14,  
pp. 7–20).

12	 The Troika refers to the United States,  
the United Kingdom, and Norway—three 
countries with a historically long-standing 
investment in Sudan and, since 2011, 
independent South Sudan. 

13	 Shortly after the signing of the R-ARCSS, 
Kiir renamed the SPLA as the SSPDF.  
This Briefing Paper will refer to the South 
Sudanese army as the SPLA in reference 
to actions carried out before October 
2018 and the SSPDF for actions carried 
out after that point.

14	 Interviews in Nzara payam, Western Equa-
toria, September 2023.

15	 Interviews with police officers and market 
traders, Yambio, Western Equatoria,  
September 2023.

16	 In the 2023–24 budget being debated by 
the TNLA as of September 2023, salary 
increases of between 300 and 600 per 
cent are being considered. Even if such  
a large increase in the budget is passed 
by the TNLA and actually implemented, 
salaries will still be effectively meaning-
less for the vast majority of salaried  
employees; USD 24 per month (the wage 
of an entry level police officer if the salary 
increases were passed) is still not enough 
to live on in Yambio. 

17	 In the 2023–24 financial year, production 
is anticipated to fall to 132,000 bpd.

18	 The three joint venture companies are the 
Dar Petroleum Operating Company, the 
Greater Pioneer Operating Company, and 
the Sudd Operating Company. 

19	 Author’s fieldwork in Upper Nile, 2015–20. 
20	 Interviews with South Sudanese politi-

cians, Juba, September 2023.
21	 Interview with Sudanese officials, Juba, 

September 2023.
22	 The USD 1 billion in loans from Qatar 

National Bank and CfC Stanbic Bank in 
Kenya were issued in US dollars in the 
form of letters of credit. These letters 
were then supposed to be issued to local 
traders, who were to use the letters to 
pay for imports. Instead, multi-million-
dollar contracts were awarded to foreign-
run companies, companies that only 
existed on paper, and businesses with 
connections to the ruling class, including 
the president’s family (The Sentry, 2022).

23	 Pre-payments for oil are payments for oil 
that will be delivered in future. This prac-
tice has been criticized by the IMF for not 
being transparent (IMF, 2019).

24	 Telephone interviews with politicians 
from Jonglei state, February–March 2023.

25	 Author’s observations, Wau, November 
2021.

26	 Interview in Wau, November 2021.
27	 Interviews with UNMISS officials, Juba, 

August–September 2023.
28	 The Eastern and Western Nuer speak dif-

ferent dialects and live in different areas. 
The Eastern Nuer (the Gawaar, Jikany, and 
Lou sections) live east of the White Nile 
and in the Gambella region of Ethiopia, 
while the Western Nuer cluster primarily 
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in Unity state and are composed of the 
Adok, Bul, Jagai, Jikany, Leek, and Nyong 
sections, among others. 

29	 Nilotic groups, such as the Dinka and 
Nuer, are organized into sections.
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