House Foreign Affairs Committee
Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission

Hearing
on
CONFLICT AND HUNGER IN SUDAN

May 22, 2024 - 10:00a.m.
2247 RAYBURN HOUSE OFFICE BUILDING

STATEMENT SUBMITTED FOR THE RECORD
Submitted by:

Entisar Abdelsadig
Senior Advisor for Sudan
Search for Common Ground

Co-Chairman McGovern, Co-Chaiman Smith, and distinguished members of the Tom Lantos Human
Rights Commission, thank you for convening this timely and important hearing and for the opportunity to
submit this statement for the record.

As the Senior Advisor for Sudan at Search for Common Ground (Search), | have worked as a peacebuilder
in my home country Sudan for over two decades. | have spent most of my life bringing people together
from all backgrounds and perspectives to resolve conflicts together and find local solutions to the challenges
facing my country. Search has been in Sudan since 2009, empowering local communities around women’s
rights, youth access, political diversity, and conflict mediation. Search continues to be operational in the
South Kordofan, West Kordofan, and Blue Nile regions of the country, building the capacities of women
civil society leaders and locally led peacebuilders across different generations.

This written statement is informed by my experience at Search for Common Ground and other organizations
in the development sector, as well as the research and experiences of my colleagues and partners in the
region, but the views | express are my own. From my perspective, it is clear that the scale of violence,
atrocities, and persistent hunger in Sudan require reinforced efforts at supporting community resilience to
violence and safeguarding people’s economic livelihoods.

1. THE HUNGER CRISIS AND THE WAR ARE INEXTRICABLY LINKED.

I encourage you to keep in mind the reason for this hearing - the Sudanese people are starving. This hunger
crisis is brought about solely because of the ongoing war. They are being bombed and burned out of their
villages, agricultural production is not feasible because of insecurity and intentionally blocked access, and
commodities are being looted and destroyed. This month and next are absolutely critical to secure food and
stave off famine for 2024 and 2025. The UN predicts that Sudan will be the largest hunger crisis in a matter
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of days. But this is a man-made hunger crisis; aid will not be enough. To stop the hunger, we must stop the
war.

Violence will get worse if we do nothing to address the hunger crisis. High prices for commodities and
other services are rising month over month because of inflation, devaluation, and demands from the
displaced. As of last month, 3 out of 4 people believe that violence is justified to defend their livelihoods -
more than think violence is justified to defend their communities. The influx of internal displacement has
immediate and secondary effects. IDPs are suffering from lack of access to services such as health,
immunizations, food, and protection services. We have seen increased communal attacks tied to looting and
many face harassment by the state security agents. Gender-based violence cases among IDP women are
rising in Darfur, Gezira, and other states. Collective polarization and deepening social divides risk
widespread horizontal violence in addition to clashes between warring parties.

The war is deepening social divides and increasing support for violence. In five states, Gadarif, Kassala,
Blue Nile, West Kordofan, and South Kordofan we are seeing increased mistrust, collective polarization,
and acceptance of violence. Clashes whether on people or their property/livelihoods increase social tension
and mistrust, regardless of the perpetrator. Over 40% of respondents to a conflict survey conducted in April
2024 report that they feel like they are viewed as "less than human due to their identity." This perception
has almost doubled since July of last year. There is strong acceptance of violence for self-defense. There is
high acceptance of violence as justified - both to defend one’s community (64%) and one’s source of
livelihood (78%). Hate speech on social media continues to have high engagement, about 50% of the
reactions to posts are "love" emojis - indicating support for the sentiments shared in the posts. There is
particular risk for hate speech-inspired violence in the days after armed group attacks. Clashes between the
armed groups spike social media engagement on that day and the days that immediately follow. Some of
this increase is information sharing and aid coordination; but notably hate speech and violent language
increase about 75% during this time period.

The war is causing civilians to arm themselves and take protection into their own hands. We have
seen increased crime and lawlessness. Between December 2023 and January 2024, about a quarter of
recorded crime incidents were considered violence/crime from "lawbreakers," falling outside the categories
of armed groups, political parties, or government. There has been a total collapse of accountability
mechanisms and impunity prevails. Notable influencers, including governors of Darfur and Gadarif, have
called on their citizens to arm themselves against armed group attacks. A context of deep polarization and
fear is a breeding ground for preemptive and retaliatory violence, often playing out on dividing lines.

Local civil society and community-based organizations have shifted focus to meet urgent
humanitarian needs and face operational challenges. With the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) and Rapid
Support Forces (RSF) and their allies seemingly on the offensive with no apparent and lasting ceasefire in
sight, many civil society organizations shifted their efforts to humanitarian responses. Through our monthly
conflict scans in the South Kordofan, West Kordofan, and Blue Nile regions, we found that 64% of local
community organizations and 84% of NGOs focus on offering resources such as food, medicine, shelter,
and support for internally displaced persons (IDPs). The blocking of internet services in Sudan has created
a layer of difficulty in an already harsh conflict environment. Soup kitchens, community kitchens, health
services, and civilian safety are all in jeopardy due to a lack of internet access. As social media is used as a



tool to share information on the ever-changing conflict space, the lack of access puts many at risk of
violence, gender-based violence, and atrocities.

2. OPPORTUNITIES FOR RENEWED US ENGAGEMENT AND COMMITMENT

As | look at our continued organizational work in Sudan, three points remain important to keep in mind as
the US reviews its policy options to stop the war and support the Sudanese people:

Support to peacebuilders amid the crisis is essential. Ethnic tensions and collective polarization are
growing and have already begun to break out into violence in some areas. There is a major risk that national
division will break out into entrenched social conflict across the country. The shift towards emergency
humanitarian response has left few groups and organizations focused on dialogues and peacebuilding efforts
in Sudan, increasing the likelihood that these risks will continue to grow. Filling this gap in peacebuilding
programming will be vital to addressing the enabling environment for violence we are witnessing. Investing
in peacebuilding and social cohesion efforts puts further emphasis on establishing mechanisms for local
communities to address conflict and polarization. Instituting peace dialogues through formal institutions,
young people, community leaders, religious actors, women’s groups, volunteers, and universities will help
reach a wide network of peace advocates with credible community ties. We have seen in our work that
support to peacebuilders can have tangible effects during a crisis and directly prevented and reduced
violence in the country. For instance, in South Kordofan, local peacebuilders played a crucial role in
averting a major crisis in Dilling by mediating between the RSF and the SAF, preventing the invasion of
Dilling.

Build public demand for peace and engagement in a political solution. As long as the armed groups can
recruit, fundraise, and carry legitimacy within the eyes of Sudanese people, then they will continue to see
a path forward with violence. Social change media and amplifying the voices of the local citizenry to appeal
for the end of the conflict and unified civilian-led political process can move the needle and start to drain
the perception that victory is possible through violence. Supporting the capacities of local citizens for
enhanced negotiation skills and instituting peace dialogues will help create an environment for a cessation
of hostilities. There is a small, but growing, solidarity movement of posts and sentiments shared online
under the #NoToWar and #thewarmuststop, and the number of “haha” reactions to solidarity posts have
halved since July 2023, which could indicate some change in sentiment in the Sudanese general public. The
US can work to legitimize this vision of a mobilized Sudanese public for peace.

A united demand for peace within Sudan is the prerequisite step to end the war and build an inclusive and
peaceful future for the Sudanese people. While a considerable segment of the conversation around
Tagaddum and other civilian democracy initiatives acknowledges they are interested in peace; there is a
parallel narrative steeped in skepticism of these processes. Critics question its autonomy, casting doubts
over its legitimacy and alleging foreign influences, which adds layers of complexity to its public perception.
There is a need for strategic communication from the international forums in Jeddah, Addis Ababa, Cairo,
and elsewhere, to local communities to enhance their engagement and ownership of these processes. We
also must improve the capacities of local citizens for ceasefire monitoring and reporting, as these Sudanese
citizens will be key to ensuring clear measurements of peace.
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The best assets to stop the war are at the grassroots. While international ceasefire talks have hit a wall,
there is unique work being done on the civilian side to unite people to envision the future of Sudan. Any
lasting resolution to this conflict must be led by the Sudanese people. Local community organizations and
NGOs are providing over half of all basic services; but face significant logistical obstacles to receiving
assistance. When it comes to material and financial support, much of this falls to relatives, community
leaders, volunteers, and religious groups. Young people and volunteers are leading the response through
soup kitchens, emergency rooms, and information sharing. Over half of Sudanese civilians say that basic
services are still accessible during clashes through these mechanisms.

Support to locally led initiatives will drive breakthroughs for peace. As atrocities continue in Khartoum and
West Darfur, we also provide a perspective into areas that have yet to experience a level of severe violence.
There are particular local initiatives in the regions where we work that are acting as the backstop to violence
and convening dialogues between SAF and RSF to ensure fuel, road safety, and power to communities. By
appealing to the humanity of warring parties, tribal and community leaders have played a key role in
defending stability within their region.

This includes flexible funding support to address both current and emerging needs of people in Sudan. Last
year, through local partners, Search for Common Ground significantly impacted the lives of displaced and
host communities by providing livelihood support, particularly to women. This initiative empowered 30
women with the tea-making and dry crops trade and 80 women farmers with seeds and agricultural tools.
It enhanced their economic independence and participation in community decision-making through targeted
support and educational workshops on good agricultural practices, as the war raged on. Acute crisis does
not wash away all progress towards democracy, peace, and development in the country.

3. RECOMMENDATIONS

There is so much to be gained by more active engagement by the United States in Sudan. We are
appreciative that throughout the past few decades, American support to Sudan has been a bipartisan
issue in the US Congress. With that in mind, | offer the following recommendations for how to improve
this much-needed and much-appreciated support.

e Make ending the war first priority of US foreign policy towards Sudan. Representatives from
across the US political spectrum have signaled their support to continued and increased efforts to
improve the humanitarian and security situation in Sudan. This committee has been an important
advocate for Sudan in American foreign policy and this support in Congress is needed again, with full
conviction to end the war. Use Congressional oversight capacities to ask for progress on the status of
regional engagement and diplomacy to cease hostilities, including progressive benchmarks for success.
Hold regular public and private hearings with US officials, including the Special Envoy and
Ambassador for Sudan, Secretary and Assistant Secretaries of State, and USAID Administrator.

e Improve US civilian protection and atrocity prevention in Sudan. Launch an evaluation of atrocity
prevention/mitigation and civilian protection response deployed in Sudan as part of targeted response
plans. Ask how the Atrocity Prevention Task Force is measuring success in these plans and progress
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made to date. Require specific updates and objectives on gender-based violence, rape, female genital
mutilation, early forced marriages, and enslavement.

Prioritize social cohesion, inclusion, and peacebuilding support alongside humanitarian relief.
Peacebuilding programming will be vital to violence mitigation and prevention work. Ensure that
funding appropriated in the FY25 budget includes sufficient prioritization of Sudan for
humanitarian and peacebuilding assistance. In particular, increase funding for accounts in the FY25
budget that prevent escalation of violence, reduce polarization, and support demand for peace and
democracy within Sudan (including Reconciliation Programs, the Complex Crises Fund, Democracy
Fund, and Atrocities Prevention). Explicitly state Congress’s intention to support social cohesion,
people-centered change, and peacebuilding in FY25 SFOPs bill and report language.

Partner with and for young people in Sudan. When it comes to assessing the real needs of young
people in Sudan, Congress and the international community must understand the full trauma and
psychological price of this war on young people. Support and enhance the resilience of young people.
Ensure that youth voices, especially those of young women, are represented in civilian and ceasefire
dialogues around ending the war and building the future of the country. The Youth, Peace, and Security
Act, introduced by Representative Meng and others, provides a framework for how to take into account
the aspirations of young people and put in place feasible mechanisms for their participation in global
dialogues and action plans.
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