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Executive Summary
At a local level, South Sudan is characterised by its diversity: each state and county has unique dynamics. Jonglei
State has long been a centre of the conflict, and currently reports the highest number of cases of armed violence
against civilians in South Sudan. Within this shifting and complex environment, Akobo County, bordering Ethiopia,
represents a situation both of acute need and of complexity. Despite the poor conditions in Akobo County, some
mitigation mechanisms are at the disposal of local populations. To ensure humanitarian interventions are mindful
of these patterns and capacities, this report seeks to analyse community and conflict dynamics in Akobo county,
and to better understand the ways in which displacement and cross-border movement interacts with these
conflict dynamics using the results of 59 key informant interviews, 56 of which were conducted in Akobo. Key
findings include:

Movement between Akobo in South Sudan and Gambella in Ethiopia is a daily occurrence;
communities on both sides of the border can be considered to be one cohesive unit.
•

•

•

Traditional linkages: Clan, family (cieng), and religious networks facilitate ties and movement both
historically and today. Populations within Akobo clearly consider families and networks in Ethiopia to be
a key coping strategy.
International aid: Flows of refugees and the assistance provided by the international community helped
to establish routes and networks which continue to facilitate cross border movement between Akobo and
Gambella today. Individuals and households often move across the border to access basic services
provided by humanitarian agencies.
Migration policy: Migration policies and structures may exist at the national level but are not fully
enforced in either Akobo county or Gambella Region; there has been limited investment in border
management that has allowed for flexibility in movement between South Sudan and Ethiopia, which is a
key coping mechanism.

Revenge killings1 are a major driver of conflict dynamics in Akobo; these killings have historical roots
and equilibria which have been disrupted by a variety of factors.
•
•

•

Opposition stronghold: Akobo county, as a predominantly Nuer area, is less directly affected by national
dynamics. It is firmly aligned with the opposition.
Inter-ethnic conflict: The conflict between the Lou Nuer and the Murle is one of the most devastating
inter-ethnic conflicts in Jonglei. Conflicts are underpinned by a perception of cultural and ethnic
difference: Lack of cohesion has been attributed to lack of intermarriage and intercultural understanding.
Lou Nuer and Anyuak have also engaged in localized conflict because of resource competition.
Intra-ethnic conflict: The conflict between the Lou Nuer and the Jikany Nuer is an intra-ethnic conflict.
While both the Lou and the Jikany are components of a single ethnic group, they come into conflict over
grazing land, cattle, and resources.

1

Revenge killings, in this context, refer specifically to incidents of violence that take place in response to a previous incident. Revenge
killings can be classified as a sub-set of grassroots violence, which is defined by WFP as “violence… related to honour, shame and gender
and age roles.”
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Gender dynamics have always been a conflict-driver but have changed over time – offering
opportunities and vulnerabilities.
•

•
•

•

Women and marriage: Women can play both passive and active roles in conflict. Bride price for marriage
continues to encourage cattle raiding and revenge killings – violence that is blamed on women despite
them playing no active role. After marriage, women can actively instigate intra-communal conflict
dynamics: nearly 50% of respondents mentioned adultery as a key driver of revenge killings.
Household economy dynamics: The absence of men due to fear of reprisals has left women with increased
autonomy in the household
Young men and boys: Youth have a special military role that provides them with social status and
privileges; to get and maintain this role, however, they need to demonstrate that they can protect their
communities and care for cattle. This often encourages taking part in revenge killings.
Erosion of social norms protecting women from violence: Historically, women have not been targeted in
intra-clan violence as this is seen as counter to cultural norms – though these norms are fading. Women
are now being targeted primarily through rape and public beatings and are increasingly put in charge of
household activities as men flee conflict and reprisals.

Poverty is a driving factor of conflict in Akobo, though cross-border economic relationships can ease
financial pressure on some households.
•

•

•
•

Livelihood shocks and negative coping mechanisms: As poverty increases and environmental shocks (e.g.,
flooding, drought) occur, households are under increasing pressure to create a financial quick win by
engaging in cattle raiding.
Cross-border trade mitigates shocks: Boat owners on either side of the border are involved in transporting
surplus grain and other goods sold outside camps in Ethiopia into South Sudan. Markets have developed
that provide opportunities for peaceful cattle trading and sale.
Cross-border access to humanitarian aid is seen as a coping mechanism: Some households relocate to
camps in Gambella when they need food and other supplies.
Inequalities caused by employment (including by NGOs) may encourage violence: Attacks on employed
people are widely reported and NGOs have been seen to have a mixed role in violence reduction and
provocation, where programmes may reduce violence but access to cash through employment salaries
may make individuals the target of attacks.

Grassroots initiatives are working to some extent:
•

•

•

Community-led mediated ‘blood compensation’ is being used to resolve conflict: All respondents who
mentioned this mechanism indicated that it was usually successful as it brings all parties to the table to
agree to an appropriate compensation without loss of life. However, many norms around blood
compensation are also harmful – particularly for women and girls.
Cross border efforts to support peace and peaceful co-existence are ongoing at a small scale: These
initiatives are completely driven by local leaders in Akobo and Gambella, with little support from higher
governance structures. These have shown some initial success in dealing with issues of mutual concern,
such as crime.
Alternative mechanisms have shown early success: Women’s groups offer a unique opportunity for
collective voice and have seemed to make progress in reducing revenge killings and to increase the voice
of women in general. Intra-clan dialogues have also shown success.
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•

Traditional and religious leaders are well-respected and authoritative: Local leaders – traditional and
religious – represent a strong and well recognised force within the community that can advocate for
peace.

This report argues that the situation in Akobo requires that humanitarians adopt a broader, cross
border understanding of the communities affected by violence, and design more comprehensive,
long-term, and adapted interventions that build on existing grassroots successes.

Introduction
Since 2013, only two years following independence from Sudan, South Sudan has been in a state of civil war
originally organized between supporters of President Salva Kiir and opposition leader Riek Machar. While a brief
period of peace was reached in 2016, the agreement ended with violence in the capital – which reinvigorated
conflict along previous lines. While a power sharing agreement was once again signed in 2018, the results have
been insufficient to quell longstanding inter-communal grievances and tensions that are only exacerbated by
ongoing tension in Juba and the failure to integrate smaller rebel groups into the peace process. As a result, conflict
has continued and generated a severe protection crisis affecting 8.3 million people, with humanitarian conditions
being characterised as ‘catastrophic’ or ‘severe’ across much of the country (OCHA, 2021).
At a local level, South Sudan is characterised by its diversity: each state and county has unique dynamics. Jonglei
State has long been a centre of the conflict, and currently reports the highest number of cases of armed violence
against civilians in South Sudan.2 Within this shifting and complex environment, Akobo County, bordering
Ethiopia, represents a situation of both of acute need and of political, social, and economic complexity.
Approximately 85% of the population of Akobo is food insecure and poverty is severe. Akobo is therefore a focal
point: high levels of violence interact with poverty and lack of resources to produce dire results for civilians.
According to the 2021 Humanitarian Needs Overview (HNO), it has pockets of communities ranked at the
Integrated Food Security Phase Classification System (IPC) Stage 5 – representing famine conditions.
Despite the poor conditions in Akobo County, some mitigation mechanisms are at the disposal of local
populations. Communities in Akobo have strong social and economic links with the Gambella region of Ethiopia;
they use resources in Gambella as coping mechanisms. Simultaneously, local communities develop grassroots
conflict mitigation and resolution mechanisms which have shown some signs of success. Humanitarian
interventions should be mindful of these patterns and capacities and should seek to support and leverage them
in a conflict-sensitive manner.

2

A visual reference guide for violence targeting civilians in South Sudan can be found here: https://www.stimson.org/2020/dataoverview-violence-against-civilians-in-south-sudan/
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Objective
This report has been commissioned by Danish Refugee Council/Danish Demining Group (DRC/DDG) to support the
design of program modalities appropriate to the south-eastern border areas of South Sudan of Jonglei state,
particularly in Akobo County.
The overall objective of the report is to analyse community and conflict dynamics in Akobo county, and to better
understand the ways in which displacement and cross border movement interacts with these dynamics. Akobo
has been selected as a geographic focus because it represents a hub for cross border movements, as well as an
area which typifies Jonglei conflicts. The project is structured around three overarching lines of inquiry:
•

•

•

What are the community dynamics within Akobo? What are critical needs for populations in Akobo?
Between and within communities, who is the most vulnerable? What resources can people access, and
what resource sharing mechanisms exist?
What are the conflict dynamics in Akobo? Within communities, who is more susceptible to engaging in
violent conflict or tensions? What kind of shocks and stressors exist in the community, and what triggers
conflict? What local level governance and conflict mitigation measures exist? What is the relationship (if
any) between perceptions of fairness surrounding resource sharing / service delivery and tensions or
conflict?
How do cross border movements interact with community and conflict dynamics? What national and
cross-border policies affect conflict and economic resilience? What local level cross border interactions
take place to mitigate conflict? How are policies perceived by local communities?

The results of this report will feed into DRC/DDG’s efforts to design future targeted programs for Akobo area.
DRC/DDG has the capacity to implement localised conflict mitigation and grassroots activities, as well as
Protection, Livelihoods and Emergency Response programming. Direct programming can be supplemented by
advocacy with other actors.

Approach and methodology
Approach
This study aims to better understand community, conflict, and cross-border dynamics in Akobo county; it adopts
an approach that aims to integrate relevant aspects of conflict, vulnerability, and displacement analysis. It focuses
on household and community level motivations, and within this micro-level analysis, aims to tease out conflict
dynamics and displacement motivations and facilitators. The study focuses, for the most part, on grassroots level
violence – that is, violence that has limited direct ties to national, state or local political and economic objectives3
(but can nevertheless be influenced or exacerbated by political manoeuvring).
The overall approach adopted by the researchers can be summarised as follows:
Households and communities in border areas face a complex web of repeated shocks and stressors, driven by
political, social, and economic factors. They have developed a range of adaptive capacities, some of which rely
heavily on the ability to draw on cross border dynamics and resources. International actors can build on existing
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adaptive capacity, support local actors in integrating conflict sensitivity measures into this capacity, and ensure
that wider advocacy is informed by local dynamics, to support long term peacebuilding and resilience in Akobo.

Key definitions associated with this framework are:
•

•

•

•

•

Peacebuilding: Peacebuilding is understood as a complex, long-term process that aims to solidify peace
dividends and avoid a lapse or relapse into conflict by strengthening capacities – for DRC/DDG primarily
at the local level – to manage conflicts effectively and lay the foundations for sustainable development.
Peacebuilding is about building and sustaining capacities for peace – both in terms of deploying
appropriate responses to violence (conflict management) and maintaining peace in the event of a violent
shock, conflict trigger or long-term stressor (conflict transformation). When considering the nexus
between peacebuilding and resilience a common denominator is the capacity for diverse response to
shocks or triggers. To build such an adaptive approach, integrated context analysis becomes more
important.
Conflict sensitivity: Conflict sensitive integrated programming should be designed to ensure that, at a
minimum, interventions do not increase the risk of conflict and, preferably, serve to enhance
peacebuilding opportunities. To mainstream conflict sensitivity across integrated programmatic
responses, a whole-of-organisation approach is needed.
Resilience: Resilience is defined, in line with EU standards, as “the ability of an individual, a household, a
community, a country or a region to withstand, to adapt and to quickly recover from stresses and shocks”.
This definition broadly corresponds with the definitions of the OECD and DFID, though both institutions
incorporate the concepts of anticipating and avoiding shocks in their concepts of resilience. Resilience
encompasses both individual and community protection aspects, and food security and livelihoods
aspects.
Localised Violence: Localised violence is defined, in line with WFP and CSRF, as “A situation of violence
involving armed actors or groups without identified nationally or subnationally oriented objectives
beyond limited local issues. Such violence has the potential to match various indicators of severity, but
the geographic and social scope remains limited and the most salient purpose identified remains local.”
Grassroots Violence: Grassroots violence is defined, in line with WFP and CSRF, as “violence that does
not fall within the described layers of objectives but may be more closely related to norms around honour,
shame, and gender and age roles than higher layer objectives. Such violence may occur to achieve or
respond to forced or voluntary elopement, adultery, domestic and sexual violence, other social conflicts
around perceptions of honour and shame, outstanding revenge claims, and criminality… It should be
noted, however, that grassroots violence can escalate rapidly, especially along segmentary lineage lines,
particularly when manipulated or instrumentalized by political or military elites.”

3

The classification of conflict and violence is in line with “Adjusting Terminology for Organised Violence in South Sudan”:
https://www.csrf-southsudan.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/WFP-CSRF_Adjusting-Terminology-for-Organised-Violence-in-SouthSudan-September-2020_.pdf
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Methodology
The study uses a qualitative approach consisting of a desk review and 59 semi-structured key
informant interviews, 56 of which were conducted in Akobo.
The sampling strategy was developed to encompass a range of household and community level actors.
Interviews were conducted with nine types of stakeholders. Stakeholder types were identified in the
literature review as playing key roles in conflict. Respondents were identified using a purposive
sampling methodology which relied on personal connections, local NGOs, local associations, and
community links maintained by the Local Consultant. Snowball sampling was also used, with
government authorities and elders referring enumerators to youth, and youth referring to other youth.
To the extent possible, samples were chosen to reflect diversity: men and women were interviewed, a
wide age range was sampled, and different ethnic groups were sampled.
Table 1: Stakeholders Sampled

Stakeholder Type

Location

# Interviews

Women
Youth
Community members
Chiefs and Elders
Religious Leaders
Local Authorities
Women’s Groups
NGO Staff (Akobo based)
International Community

Akobo
Akobo
Akobo
Akobo
Akobo
Akobo
Akobo
Akobo
Juba

15
10
5
11
2
4
2
7
3

Interviews took place between 14 and 25 February 2021; translation between local languages (Nuer and Anyuak)
and English took place between 1 and 25 March 2021. Following translation of interview notes into English,
inductive coding was used to identify major themes and then frequency was used to identify trends. Qualitative
analysis was then cross-checked against existing literature to verify results.
Authorisation to conduct the research was received from local level government officials. Consent seeking took
place: the purpose of the research was explained to the interviewees, and written consent was obtained from
all participants. Databases containing interview quotations and transcripts were anonymised.
Quality assurance took place through several steps. Enumerators were trained on qualitative research
approaches, as well as the specific research tools used. Interviews were conducted in local languages, and
enumerators translated responses into English. Meraki Labs team members assessed the quality of the data on
a rolling basis and interacted with the enumerators on a daily basis.
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Limitations
Ultimately, primary data collection was heavily influenced by COVID-19 related restrictions: the data collection
plan foresaw both focus group discussions and key informant interviews, but in practice, to comply with
lockdown rules and ensure appropriate safety considerations were met, only key informant interviews were
conducted. The structure of the key informant interviews was changed to encourage more discussion in order
to compensate for the loss of the FGD methodology. The sample size was also increased significantly to mitigate
the data quality risks associated with the lack of focus group discussions; the original research plan foresaw 38
FGDs and KIIs, whereas the COVID-19 adjusted plan foresaw 59 KIIs. The choice of a mixed approach in which
conflict, movement and vulnerability dynamics were analysed simultaneously, offered both opportunities and
limitations. Most critically, conflict dynamics – or community dynamics more broadly – are complex and need to
be studied over a longer period of time using ethnographic approaches, including observation and participation
of the communities’ day-to-day functioning. While interviews and other rapid approaches can access some
information, identifying deeper cultural and local connections is less feasible using these methods.
Furthermore, evidence presented here can only represents cross-border dynamics in a small region of South
Sudan (Akobo-Gambella) and is not representative of broader border community issues and dynamics across

the entire South Sudan-Ethiopia border region. Not only do border regions all possess unique
community dynamics, the relationship between this particular region of South Sudan and Ethiopia is
influenced, in part, by the humanitarian presence in Gambella (e.g., camp infrastructure, service
provision, markets responding to the large population).

Findings
Akobo County is located at the border between Jonglei state in South Sudan and Gambella region in
Ethiopia. For those living in Akobo County, living conditions are catastrophic. The county has
consistently been ranked as among those having the most severe needs in South Sudan; according to
the 2021 Humanitarian Needs Overview, 90% of the population is in need. 4 Akobo County has been
highlighted as an area with a dire food security situation.5 Only one other county in South Sudan (Pibor)
has higher levels of food insecurity. In addition, the county is classed as having the most severe level
of need (‘catastrophe’) in terms of GBV protection needs and concerns, is classed as ‘extreme’ in terms
of mine action needs (among the highest levels of recorded contamination in South Sudan). Severe
needs have also been identified with regard to housing, land, and property (HLP) rights and WASH (HNO
2021). Conditions in Akobo county poor and rapidly deteriorating. There was a 41% increase in people
in need in Akobo in 2021 compared to 2020, according to the Humanitarian Needs Overview.

4

HNO statistics indicate that the total population of Akobo is 221,000, and 198,900 are in need.
According to the December 2020 IPC report, Akobo County was expected to remain IPC Phase 4 (Crisis) throughout 2021, with pockets
of populations in Catastrophe phase (IPC Phase 5 - Famine).
5
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This report argues that the situation in Akobo requires that humanitarians adopt a broader, cross
border understanding of the communities affected by violence, and design more comprehensive
long-term solutions that build on existing grassroots successes. It first analyses cross border dynamics
between Akobo and Gambella and finds that communities on both sides of the border are so
intrinsically linked that they can be considered as one cohesive unit, despite differing nationalities. The
report then examines the dynamics around revenge killings and suggests that communities are caught
in a negative spiral in which resources and gender norms feed revenge killings, which in turn make the
communities more vulnerable. It analyses gender norms and resource allocations in greater depth.
Finally, it considers coping mechanisms and grassroots projects which have been initiated by the local
communities and authorities. Several successful initiatives exist, and can mitigate the cycle of violence
and poverty, especially if supported by comprehensive, multi-sectoral, localised program support.

Mobile, Networked Communities
Movement between Akobo in South Sudan and Gambella in Ethiopia is an everyday occurrence; in
fact, it is so commonplace that communities on both sides of the border can be considered to be one
cohesive unit. This section will summarise the movement dynamics between South Sudan and
Gambella, and then analyse the historical, cultural and administrative factors that enable such strong
cross border links. It will conclude by drawing out and summarising some of the main cross border
coping mechanisms in use today.
The humanitarian community reports regular, bi-directional population movement between South
Sudan and Ethiopia: according to REACH’s February 2021 snapshot, 657 individuals moved from
South Sudan to Ethiopia in one month alone (REACH, 2021). The same source of information indicates
that movement takes place primarily from Akobo, and that people go in the direction of three
refugee camps in Gambella (Nguenyyiel, Jewi and Kule). Qualitative data collected for this report
indicates that cross border movement takes place at a scale which is not fully captured by
humanitarian statistics. All of the 47 community level interviews conducted for this survey indicate
that travel between South Sudan and Ethiopia takes place on a frequent basis, with the majority of
respondents mentioning that people travel daily between the two countries.6

“People go to Ethiopia whenever boats are available (every day).”
- Respondent 14, Community member, Male, age 52 -

“People go to Ethiopia by boat every day or by foot if there is no boat.”
- Respondent 22, Female, no age provided -

6

56 interviews took place in Akobo, and 9 took place with NGO staff and local authorities. 47 took place with community members.
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Movement is facilitated and enabled by three primary factors: historical links between communities on
both sides of the border, cultural/ethnic networks and constructs that support movement, and
administrative structures, or lack thereof, that permit low-cost movement.
The primary population groups living in Akobo County are the Lou Nuer and Anyuak. Both the Nuer
and the Anyuak span the South Sudanese and the Ethiopian sides of the border, and both have a
history of mobility. “National identity is fluid among the [se groups], and since the colonial period
people have frequently moved between the borders as part of dry season migration, trade,
intermarriages, as well as to mitigate risks and benefit from the opportunities it may entail” (Arensen,
2015). Traditionally, the Lou Nuer are fully mobile, and rely on cattle for their livelihood, whereas the
traditional Anyuak livelihood depends on both livestock and agricultural activities. Past population
flows and mobility dynamics have created tensions between the two groups. The Anyuak were the
dominant population in Akobo until the 1930s, when the Nuer expanded geographically into the Akobo
area. Across the border in Gambella, the Nuer influx is fresher and more recent. In 1980, the Anyuak
population was dominant, but according to Human Rights Watch (2005), large flows of Nuer into
Gambella – due in part to the refugee camps – have caused a demographic shift. Today, the Nuer are
the predominant ethnic group in both Akobo and Gambella. Historic movement patterns among both
population groups help to set mobility patterns today: physical and social networks have been built
over several generations.
Mobility is facilitated not only by historical connections, but also by cultural links and networks. It was
not possible in the context of this study to fully examine networks and mobility, as such research would
have required a more ethnographic approach. However, literature does exist on cultural networks and
mobility, in particular for the Nuer. A Rift Valley Institute study points out that mobility for the Nuer is
critically linked to the ‘cieng’, or family and kinship groups. Cieng are associated both with territory
and lineage; when people move away from a geographical location, they and their children continue
to be a part of the community due to their lineage and family connections. Individuals and communities
at the edges of the state [in areas such as Akobo] identify primarily with their cieng, rather than the
nation states of South Sudan or Ethiopia. This allows them to self-identify as either South Sudanese or
Ethiopian citizens, thereby providing them with a range of options and opportunities” (Carver et al,
2021). In more recent years, the cieng networks have been reinforced due to social media and the
greater ease of electronic communication.
Cultural links and networks engage with, and sometimes through, other more formal networks.
Churches, in particular, are linked with cieng, and contribute to the transnational nature of these
social networks. At the local level, churches have a role “at the center of Nuer life, whether in the
villages, refugee camps or … area of resettlement” (Flage, 2013: 171). Such strong local ties lay the
basis for transnational support exchange, ranging from cultural to financial. Churches can, for instance,
form a locus for exchange of information and ideas; they have also acted as a conduit for remittances,
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thus explicitly supporting mobility within a cieng (Flage, 2013). The interlinkage between religious
organisations and traditional cultural networks can be complex and is associated with conflict dynamics
(Falge, 2013). These linkages are further explored in the Civil Society section of this paper. In addition
to churches, community organisations and political actors often also leverage cieng dynamics (Carver
et al, 2021).
The international refugee regime has also had strong effects on and interactions with cieng dynamics.
Refugee camps established in Gambella not only acted as a focal point for people on the move, but
also attracted significant resources from the international community. Camps in Gambella became
hubs for market and social activity, and in this context also strengthened some ciengs and incubated
new ones (Carver et al, 2020; Sima, 2010). Refugee camps also attracted primarily Nuer populations
into Gambella, thus shifting the demographic dynamics of Gambella. The flows of refugees, and the
assistance provided by the international community, helped to establish routes and networks which
continue to facilitate cross border movement between Akobo and Gambella today.
The third factor that facilitates cross border mobility between Akobo and Gambella is the legal and
administrative structure. Currently, the south eastern border between South Sudan and Ethiopia is
porous. Migration policies and structures may exist at the national level but are not fully enforced in
either Akobo county or Gambella Region; there has been limited investment in border management
– infrastructure, deployment of border troops, enforcement of protocols – in the region. Such lack of
investment is likely to reflect low priority placed by national governments on this border area.
However, the absence of formal border management has allowed communities to continue to easily
transit to Ethiopia to access safety, markets, and humanitarian services.

“[There are] no document or visa checks at border – so [we have] free movement, which
enables families to take their children to refugee camps. People leave whenever there are
boats.”
- Respondent 11, Community Member, Male 34 years old. -

Populations within Akobo clearly consider families and networks in Ethiopia to be a key coping strategy;
Individuals and households move across the border to improve their physical safety, specifically against
revenge killings.
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“People moving by foot across the border… to escape Murle revenge attacks.”
- Respondent 1, Male, age 24 -

Specifically, such movements can protect the most vulnerable, such as women and children; several
respondents mentioned that women have more freedom of movement than men, because it is
assumed that their movement takes place because they are keeping themselves safe and protecting
themselves from revenge killings.7 Men however also move to Ethiopia for their physical safety. They
cannot escape revenge killings within South Sudan, but they can garner some measure of physical
safety by crossing the border.

“Men travel [across the border] to escape revenge killings.”
- Respondent 13, Male, age 38 -

Individuals and households move across the border to access food, markets, and livelihoods
opportunities. Both individuals and households move across the border to access food. Respondents
mentioned that in times of scarcity, they depend on relatives or refugee camps across the border for
food; this was explicitly described as a coping mechanism by several respondents (Respondent 19).
Economic dependence on Ethiopia stretches beyond short-term emergencies. Markets also have a
strong cross border dynamic, and imports from Ethiopia can compensate for scarcity in South Sudan.

“Traders go to Ethiopia to bring foods for sale every day.”
- Respondent 24, Female, age 30 -

Individuals and households move across the border to access basic services. Movement to Ethiopia also takes
place so that populations from Akobo can access basic services, notably health and education. Education was
mentioned by 21 community respondents (out of 47) as a reason for movements to Ethiopia, and health was
mentioned by 10 respondents. The findings of this survey echo the findings of REACH reports on movement in
the region, as well as other research (REACH 2021; Carver et al, 2020, Carver 2021).

7

Respondent 7, Respondent 8.
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Revenge Killings – Perpetuating a Negative Cycle
Revenge killings are a major driver of conflict dynamics in Akobo; these killings have historical roots and
equilibria which have been disrupted by a variety of factors, including the prevalence of weapons and years of
civil war based in politicized ethnicity. Today, revenge killings take place for reasons that are closely tied to
historical dynamics, but as the killings increase in scale and scope, they increase vulnerability and decrease
income generation capacity within the community, thus generating a negative cycle.

“Revenge killing started in early 2000s and then got severe around 2015. People are killed in the
market almost every week.”
- Respondent 27, Female, age not indicated -

Jonglei state, which hosts Akobo county, and the Greater Pibor Administrative Area (GPAA) reported the highest
number of cases of armed violence against civilians in 2020 (UNMISS HRD 2021). Violence in Jonglei is multidimensional, with national, local, and cross border aspects. However, violence by community militias and
defence groups accounted in 2020 for the majority of cases and victims, compared to those perpetrated by
conventional parties to the conflict – that is, local level conflicts and revenge killings drove conflict dynamics
in Jonglei state.8

Major Conflicts Influencing Akobo
While the initial conflict that started in 2013 in South Sudan was ostensibly driven by political grievances of
elites, and seemingly along ethnic lines, it has subsequently grown to encompass a number of political, ethnic
groups, with complex and shifting sub-national alignments and dynamics across several regions of the country.
In Jonglei state, national political dynamics contribute to local conflict. Links between violence carried out by
community militias and national actors (Government and Opposition) have been observed. In addition to
political and military elites, traditional chiefs and spiritual leaders and other military and political elites were all
found to be directly or indirectly supporting armed violence in the Jonglei area (Source: UNMISS OHCHR, March
2021). Akobo county, as a predominantly Nuer area, is less directly affected by national dynamics. It is
considered to be firmly aligned with the opposition, and has fomerly been referred to as a ‘rebel stronghold’
(Krause, 2019).
Within Akobo and its neighbouring areas, inter-clan and inter-ethnic level conflicts are underpinned by three
clan and/or ethnic dynamics: between the Lou Nuer and the Murle, between the Lou Nuer and the Anyuak and

8

It is worth mentioning that while state-driven conflict was not mentioned in detail by respondents, the general conflict environment in
South Sudan is inextricably linked to politicization of ethnic affiliation and the social, economic, and environmental consequences of both
decades of North-South conflict followed by the South Sudan Civil War. As Craze (2021) highlights, “violence is not natural, or stable, but
intimately tied to the political situation in South Sudan” (6). In this sense, cycles of violence may be seen as having discreet local causes
at the incident-level – but broader state conflict dynamics have provided the necessary foundation for entrenched violence, including the
erosion of some stabilizing cultural norms and the proliferation of weapons (discussed below).
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between the Lou Nuer and the Jikany Nuer. At the time of data collection, the conflict between the Lou Nuer
and the Murle was the most significant dynamic. The other two dynamics are currently less active, but may
become more prominent in the future, given the shifting landscape of conflict in South Sudan. This round of
data collection took place at a time when conflict between the Lou Nuer and the Murle was acute; it was
discussed by 40 out of the 47 community level respondents. Issues with the Jikany Nuer were mentioned by two
respondents, and issues with the Anyuak were not mentioned at all. However, the context in Akobo changes
quickly.
The conflict between the Lou Nuer and the Murle is considered to be one of the most devastating inter-ethnic
conflicts in Jonglei (ICG, 2014; Arensen, 2015; Thomas, 2015; Todisco, 2015). Stated reasons for raids have,
historically, included theft of cattle and abduction of women and children. Conflicts are underpinned by a
perception of cultural and ethnic difference: Lack of cohesion has been attributed to lack of intermarriage and
intercultural understanding by the community - this is despite the fact that some intermarriage has taken place
and periods of peace and engagement have occurred. The conflict has undergone various phases and intensities;
at some periods, revenge killings are frequent, whereas at other times, such as in 2012, the conflict shifted to
primarily political modalities. The Lou Nuer have, in the past, brokered peace deals with the Murle to mitigate
risks associated with fighting on two fronts; the Murle are a less important opponent than, for instance, the
Dinka (Arensen, 2015). However, the conflict between these two groups is now considered one of the most
violent in South Sudan despite repeated attempts at resolution by state, church, and humanitarian actors. 9
Recent armed violence (2020) has seen an agreement between Lou Nuer communities (based in Akobo, Nyirol,
Uror and Pieri among others) and the Dinka (largely in Duk and Twic East counties) to launch coordinated attacks
on predominantly Murle areas in the GPAA, citing prior attacks and raids on their areas as a justification
(UNMISS, 2021).

“[We have conflict] with [our] neighbours the Murle [because of] cattle raiding and abduction of
women and children. Murle kill old people and take all cattle and children to Pibor.”
- Respondent 19, Female, Community member -

The conflict between the Lou Nuer and the Jikany Nuer is an intra-ethnic conflict. While both the Lou and the
Jikany are components of a single ethnic group, they come into conflict over grazing land, cattle, fishing grounds,
trade routes, and resources. The conflict between the Lou and the Jikany has, historically, been influenced by
cross-border politics; regime change in Ethiopia and subsequent large-scale return movements changed the
proportion of people and cattle to grazing land and resources, thus generating conflict between the Jikany and
the Lou. Apart from conflict over access to grazing/pasture lands and water in the dry season, there has also
been conflict between Lou and Jikany Nuer as part of revenge killings. Jikany are understood to make up the
bulk of Ethiopian soldiers in Gambella and have been targeted by families of Lou Nuer in retaliation for the killing

9

See Climate Diplomacy for an analysis of this specific dynamic: https://climate-diplomacy.org/case-studies/conflict-between-lou-nuerand-murle-south-sudan
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of family members involved in smuggling across the border. The intensity of the conflict between the two subclans fluctuated greatly from 1993 until 2010. In 2010, attacks took place that were very severe; they resulted
in the signature of the Wanding peace agreement. While the peace agreement has not ended conflict
completed between the Jikany and the Lou, the relationship appears to have settled into consistent lowerlevel violence.

“[We have conflicts with the] Jikany Nuer – [there are] clashes at grazing points in Kuotkeak and
Kankan during the dry season. They stop us from going to areas with greener pastures and this
triggers conflict.”
- Respondent 44, Youth, age not indicated -

Traditionally, the relationship between the Lou Nuer and the Anyuak was formed in part by differing livelihoods
sources. The Lou Nuer are mobile pastoralists and depend heavily on cattle. In contrast, the Anyuak have mixed
livelihoods sources, relying on agriculture and cultivation as well as livestock. The Lou Nuer have, as described
in the Networked Communities section, expanded their influence and geographical reach in both South Sudan
and Ethiopia; areas that were previously predominantly Anyuak are now predominantly Nuer. This has resulted
in instances of conflict; in March 2015, Anyuak attackers burned down Lou Nuer houses in Gambella, for
instance. Tensions between Lou Nuer and Anyuak have, however, until now remained restricted and the scale
of violence has been relatively limited.

Motivations and Trends for Local Level Conflicts
In the context of this research, respondents were asked, through an open-ended question, to explain the reasons
why conflict occurs and recurs in Akobo. They provided detailed responses, and the consultants conducted a
quantitative frequency analysis of these responses. This analysis helps to highlight some trends regarding the
reasons for conflict.
The 47 people interviewed for this research identified a total of 205 motivations for conflict; that is, on average,
each respondent identified four reasons for conflict. The complexity of the responses provides an indication of
the multi-faceted and layered nature of conflict dynamics in Akobo. Analysis of interview responses helps to
identify five major trends.
Issues relating to women and cattle are the primary reasons behind conflict in Akobo; together, they represent
social and financial capital, and have been a longstanding driver of conflict in South Sudan.
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The foremost reason cited by respondents
for conflict was arguments over women
(mentioned by 46 out of 47 respondents;
accounts for 22% of the reasons cited for
conflict). Two types of issues to do with
women were cited: (1) theft took place to
pay the bride price or dowry, and (2)
conflict took place as a punishment for
alleged adultery. The second most
significant reason cited for conflict was
cattle: this was cited by 39 out of 47
respondents and accounts for 19% of the
total reasons cited. Cattle theft and raids
were generally thought to spark conflict.
Conflicts over women and cattle link
strongly to traditional dynamics: cattle
raids between the Murle and the Lou Nuer, for instance have been documented since at least the 1960s
(Arensen, 2015). There is a strong link between women and livestock, and the two together traditionally
represent both social and financial capital: “an individual’s vulnerability depends heavily on their social
connectedness, and social connections are created and maintained through livestock exchanges” (Catley, 2018),
including through intermarriage. Dowries are traditionally paid in cattle (as noted below); therefore, bride
wealth and cattle are intrinsically linked to notions of realising adulthood. The dominance of women and
livestock as reasons for conflict is strongly in line with traditional dynamics in South Sudan and represents both
a need for financial resources and a need for social status and security.
Lack of options – that is, hunger and unemployment – is a secondary driver of conflict. Hunger and
unemployment were cited by 23 respondents out of 47 as reasons for conflict; this represents 12% of all
responses given. Respondents claimed that severe hunger was caused by a variety of reasons, including lack of
ability to work on farms, lack of ability to move freely to work and overall poor infrastructure conditions in
Akobo. This is borne out by national level statistics on resource availability: according to the 2021 HNO, GDP per
capita in South Sudan dropped from 1,111 USD in 2014 to less than 200 USD in 2017. Akobo in particularly has
critically high rates of food insecurity, with 85% of people at ‘Crisis’ phase or worse, according to IPC
classifications. Conflict is therefore, to a degree, a method of mitigating the risks associated with lack of income
and extremely poor physical conditions; it can be considered an extremely negative coping mechanism.

“High unemployment is one of the causes of revenge killing, which has impacted agriculture and trade in Akobo.”
- Respondent 14, Male, age 52-
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One individual instance of conflict can instigate a series of revenge killings which can continue indefinitely.
Revenge was identified separately from other reasons for conflict by interview respondents. Revenge was
identified by 29 out of 47 community respondents as a reason for conflict; it accounts for 22% of the reasons
provided. Conflict is considered to be a vicious cycle; once a conflict has started, it can continue indefinitely due
to the revenge dynamic. Revenge is also considered to be a reason for conflict that is equivalent to, and has as
much cultural imperative and justification as, hunger, the need to pay a bride price, etc. For men, it is not possible
to stay within Akobo (South Sudan) and escape from the cycle of revenge killings; if caught in a cycle of revenge
killings, a man must physically move to Ethiopia to escape. The cycle of revenge killings is traditionally halted by
blood compensation; this method is still in force in Akobo today. Blood compensation was mentioned by 19
respondents as a way of halting the cycle of revenge killings
A host of new dynamics are starting to influence and exacerbate conflict. While the majority of the reasons for
conflict cited by respondents were traditional, some new motivations and trends were also identified.
Jealousy of NGO staff was identified as a reason for conflict. NGO staff were seen to receive higher levels of pay
(and often in US dollars – that are highly sought after) and community respect; they were therefore the subject
of envy and jealousy. This, in turn, opened both the staff members and their families to revenge killings. 10
respondents out of 47 identified NGO resources and staff as a reason for conflict.

“Those who get jobs with NGOs are attacked by others who don't have jobs.”
- Respondent 2, Male, Age 32 -

“Those working for NGOs, Government or doing business are hated by those not having jobs, leading to attacks or
killings.”
- Respondent 23, Female, youth (age not indicated) -

Small arms and light weapons have become an increasingly important factor in local conflicts, as has alcohol.
Arms and/or alcohol were identified by 8 respondents out of 47 as a reason for conflict. Arms were associated
with conflict in three ways: (1) The easy availability of weapons made conflict more deadly, and (2) youth
involved in the smuggling and trafficking of arms were more likely to perpetrate violence in their communities,
and 3) youth engaged with the military accessing specialised weapons, training, and vehicles otherwise
unavailable to the local population.10 Alcohol and drugs contributed to the dynamic with youth being more likely
to become violent due to the influence of alcohol and drugs.

10 Two specific series of conflicts were highlighted as reportedly involving military support (directly or indirectly). The Bor

Dinka youth raids
on Murle in August 2017 and the Murle youth raid on Lou Nuer of Uror from 2019-2020 had sophisticated weapons that are only accessible
to Government military personnel. The Bor Dinka reportedly used tanks, heavy artillery mounted on 4X4 vehicles, specialized weapons
meant for national security personnel, and the latest military uniforms. SPLA identification were allegedly discovered on Bor Dinka and
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“Former soldiers living with their communities provide weapons to their relatives and increase conflicts.”
- Respondent 14, Male, 52, Community member -

“Sometimes they kill Lou youth involved in illegal gun trade, that they don’t want in their land, the Lou will then
avenge their deaths”
- Respondent 36, Female, Youth -

National level politics are seen to influence local level conflict dynamics. 8 respondents out of 47 identified
national level politics and/or lack of capacity of authorities as a driver of conflict at the local level. When national
level politics sparked local level politics/conflicts, some respondents indicated that the reason for the conflict
concerned distribution of power and position within the network. Conflicts arose when people supported
kinsmen to get into office or remain in office.
Conflict instigates a negative spiral in Akobo, increasing vulnerability across the communities. Conflict
dynamics in Akobo, specifically around revenge killings, have generated a negative cycle in Akobo that increases
vulnerability and poverty, and is critically difficult to break. Once an instance of violence takes place, individuals
and communities find that the consequence is a reproduction of the motivations for conflict. Some specific
examples of this include:
1. Hunger, lack of food, and unemployment are identified as major causes of conflict and raids. When raids
take place, however, the response of the community is to restrict movement, particularly of those who
are likely to be victims of revenge killings. Movement restrictions prevent individuals and households
from earning money and cultivating.
2. Alcohol is listed as a cause of conflict; youth drink alcohol, lose control, and perpetrate an instance of
violence or conflict. As a result of the conflict, the youth can no longer move, work, or earn money. A
household level coping mechanism for lack of income is for women to brew and sell alcohol: while this
generates income for the household, it also perpetrates future cycles of violence.

Shifts in Gender Dynamics for both Women and Men
Gender dynamics – specifically the negotiation and violation of bridal contracts and expectations around
masculinity– have long been a source of conflict in South Sudan. In recent years, however, gender roles and
expectations have shifted and altered for both women and men. These changing gender roles have

Murle youths following several attacks. While there is no direct evidence that the Government actively encourage or supported these
attacks, they were likely at least locally condoned. Some see threats previously issues by the Minister of Information, Michael Makuei,
against opposition and protest movements as evidence that localized violence could be used as a tactic to intimidate political rivals.
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consequences for vulnerability and coping capacities among local communities. An improved understanding of
gender dynamics may also open opportunities for the international community to engage more constructively
with communities around drivers of conflict.

Men, Gender Roles and Conflict in Akobo
Gender roles and expectations, specifically as they relate to men, play a role in perpetrating conflict in Akobo.
Two aspects of gender dynamics exacerbate conflict: the first relates to expectations for boys around marriage,
and the second relates to perceptions of masculine roles and responsibilities.
Marriage is a social expectation not only for girls, but also for boys in South Sudan, with the community
considering that “‘without a wife a man is abused in the community; when you are married you are respected”
(Huser, 2018: 26). In order to get married, however, it is obligatory for boys and men to pay a bride price,
generally expressed in terms of cattle. In situations where resources are reasonably rich and employment is
available, boys can earn the bride price, either by leveraging existing household resources or by earning money.
In resource-constrained situations, however, boys are forced to resort to measures such as cattle raiding to
obtain cows in order to marry. The situation can therefore be summarised as follows: Marriage is a prerequisite
for boys to earn respect, but given reductions in household and community asset levels, cattle raiding is
becoming a more important tool for boys to pay the bride price. As such, boys have a strong incentive to engage
in cattle raiding; marriage and payment of bride prices acts as a justification for raids. Almost all respondents to
this survey cited women as a reason for conflict; all respondents who stated that women were a source of
conflict cited the need for boys to pay the bride price as a reason for raids and violence. If boys attempt to get
married without respecting the customary financial exchange commitments, they take extreme risk of inciting
revenge killings.

“Girls eloping and boys failing to pay the bride price, usually 25-30 heads of cattle, [is a reason for conflict]. In-laws
may kill him, and relatives would avenge his death. Adultery with another man's wife - certain to be killed (cited
99% chance, unless they escape to Kenya/Uganda/Sudan) but would be killed on return.”
- Respondent 4, Male, Age 56 -

Even after marriage, women continue to feature prominently in conflict dynamics. If a woman commits adultery
or is alleged to have done so, then her husband is obliged to carry out revenge on the perpetrator. Adultery was
cited as a reason for revenge killings by 21 out of the 47 respondents to this study. This finding appears to be
somewhat unique when compared to other areas of South Sudan; the existing literature indicates that in other
areas of South Sudan, the price of adultery for men is fixed at seven cows (RVI, 2017; Global Women’s Institute,
2017) except in exceptional circumstances. The prevalence of adultery as a reason for revenge killings in this
research indicates that social norms are different in Akobo compared to other regions of South Sudan. While the
dynamics in Akobo are more gender neutral – both men and women suffer a severe penalty in case of adultery
– the consequences of this more egalitarian approach are severely negative for conflict dynamics and
vulnerability within the community.
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Gender dynamics and roles also play into the ways in which men engage with conflict dynamics in Akobo. Young
men and boys face a strong social pressure to take part in revenge killings. “Youth” in Jonglei is not so much a
fixed biological category, but rather a category to which boys and men need to earn the right to belong. Youth
have a special military role that provides them with social status and privileges; in order to get and maintain this
role, however, they need to demonstrate that they can protect their communities and care for cattle (Rolandsen,
2013). When violent incidents occur, youth perpetrators “are not acting in isolation from their respective
communities… they are the main guarantees of security and justice at the local level… Youth and their
communities [therefore] consider participation in violence as legitimate and moral” (Rolandsen, 2013: 6).
Respondents to this survey bemoaned the continuation of revenge killings, but also clarified that youth prioritise
participation in the military and the conflict above generating income and earning wealth. These dynamics are
particularly severe in Akobo town.

“Every clan is in conflict with at least [one] other and yet Akobo town is where all people meet because of the
market and local Government that’s situated here. It has become the killing space where men kill themselves.”
- Respondent 25, Female, age not indicated “Youth have not been working on farms since 2014 - due to working in military or revenge killings. No agricultural
activities [take place by youth due to this]”
– Respondent 17, Female, age 63
“Youth only believe in power of guns”

Women, Gender Roles and Conflict

– Respondent 42, Female, age 67

Women, as well as men, play a strongly gendered role in the context of Akobo conflict dynamics. This role,
however, has been changing and shifting over time. There is still the practice of women indicating that the death
of a husband or son should be avenged to extended family, which is often instigates the revenge killing process.11
However, recent changes have both exposed women to greater levels of vulnerability, but also empowered
women to undertake more direct action to mitigate conflict.
Traditionally women were objectified through the marriage contract and the associated conflict dynamics.
Women were ‘exchanged’ for cattle, and as a part of this exchange, women contributed to the welfare of their
father’s family. By participating in the transaction, however, women were also bound to their husbands: if the
marriage was broken by the wife, then the dowry would need to be returned. The norms that dictated the
exchange of women for cattle, and that supported the associated cattle raiding, also stripped women, of agency,
to a large degree, within their marriages (Idris, 2018). Despite the lack of agency in the marriage process, it has
also been found that women may seek to leave husbands unable to provide for the household. By seeking a new
husband, a woman encourages the first husband to take violent action to avenge adultery.
While women have differing roles in the norms surrounding conflict instigation, they are also, to some degree,
protected by these same norms. Historically, women have not been targeted in intra-clan violence; this was
driven by Nuer cultural norms and may also be due to the fact that targeting women would destroy a source of
value within the community. However, the interviews conducted for this report indicate, that norms are
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changing. Although women retain some protections – most notably freedom of movement – they are being
targeted by rape and physical abuse. Similar loosening of norms that safeguard women has been reported in
other parts of Jonglei and Lakes State, as well (Manyok, 2017; Idris, 2018).

“According to Nuer tradition females were never targeted, but now they are also attacked. Women beated [sic] at
riverbanks. Men restrict movements due to fear of being killed.”
- Respondent 35, Female, age not indicated -

Furthermore, even when women are not directly affected by violence, they are still subject to the negative
consequences of intra-communal violence. High levels of violence affect women, and increase their vulnerability,
in several ways. First, when men are killed in cyclical violence, there is a higher proportion of widows and female
headed households within the community. These households have fewer resources than other households and
are more reliant on precarious and potentially dangerous coping strategies, such as brewing and selling alcohol
to make additional income. Second, interviews indicate that when violence is more prevalent in Akobo, men
experience limited freedom of movement. When men’s movement is curtailed, they cannot work in the field and
agricultural output decreases. Women therefore have fewer resources and need to rely on negative coping
mechanisms or may commit adultery in order to access resources of men who are able to work – which creates
incentives for revenge. Finally, women who have been affected by conflict may also have challenges in
advocating for their rights with the community. In particular, women may face challenges accessing their land
and property rights. Women therefore experience compounding vulnerabilities due to conflict; the norms which
protected them are being eroded, they experience greater responsibility within the household, and they
continue to struggle against limited rights allocated to them by the community.

“Widows are at risk of rape or attacks when they go to forests to collect firewood/wild fruits. Cannot carry logs of
wood or fish. Harassed by relatives of husbands. Cannot afford equipment for fishing or gear. Community does not
respect their land-owning rights.”
- Respondent 5, Male, youth (age not indicated) -

11

According to local descriptions, when a man or boy is killed, the wife or mother would lay their plates out for mealtime. When extended
family would ask about the extra plate, the wife or mother says that it is for the deceased, which indicates that revenge should be sought.
The family then takes action against the family of the alleged killer. Women may also praise and sing songs following successful revenge,
calling the revenge leaders ‘heroes’ – so revenge cycles are socially accepted and even encouraged as a way for young men to show their
heroism.
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Although women generally experience greater vulnerability due to conflict, they have also developed a variety
of coping mechanisms. While some coping mechanisms, such as brewing alcohol, may be dangerous, others are
more positive. Women have formed gender-based community associations in Akobo, and these groups help to
strengthen women’s voice. One of these groups, the Lou Women’s Association, is described in the box below.
Several respondents to this research recommended providing women’s organisations with additional resources;
this may reflect a growing legitimacy of women’s organisations within the Akobo communities.

The Lou Women’s Association, Akobo – effective advocates for peace in
the community
The Lou Women’s Association in Akobo, formed during the civil war with Sudan, is credited with playing a
critical role in reducing the occurrence of intra-clan revenge killings in the area in 2017, with the support of
the USAID/VISTAS programme. The Association, which is estimated with over 4,000 members, employed the
use of rallies to reach out to all groups within the community and across payams in the county, posters, and
songs to dissuade revenge killings. The campaign is held out as an example of women successfully
demonstrating their ability to influence both policy and action by community members by appealing to
tradition (arguing that revenge killings were against Nuer tradition and the effective use of song) and to
pressure key actors to change (through the threat of abstaining from sex and to migrate to Ethiopia should
they not desist from revenge killings). Along with the reduction in revenge killings in the area, the campaign
led to the removal of five head chiefs by the commissioner, who were seen to be biased in their decisions on
blood compensation. (Source: Christian Aid 2018)

Page | 21

Resources, Income and Conflict
This study indicates that poverty is a driving factor for conflict in Akobo, and that conflict further entrenches
communities in poverty traps. Lack of basic income and resources is mitigated by cross border movement and
dynamics – but the mitigation measures are not strong enough to prevent the negative spiral caused by the
interaction between poverty and conflict.
Poverty – including hunger, lack of income generation opportunities and lack of household resources – was cited
by 25 respondents (out of 47) as a driver of conflict in Akobo. Poverty is both a result of conflict and a result of
environmental pressure and shocks, including flooding and drought. According to these respondents, cattle raids
are conducted by youth so they can sustain themselves and their families. From a livelihoods perspective, cattle
are critical to the survival not only of pastoralists but also agro-pastoralists: “agro-pastoralists rarely produce
enough cereals to meet their needs, and so rely on some livestock sales each year to acquire cash” (Catley, 2018:
10). In addition, cattle represent financial resources in Akobo – they are both a direct source of food, and a
representation of a household’s assets (Idris, 2018; Catley, 2018). Traditional social ties are based on livestock
transactions, and social capital is built through acquisition and trading of livestock. Engaging in a cattle raid,
therefore, can be seen as a form of investment – if the raid is successful, a household both has immediate access
to food and gains an asset which can be traded at a later date. Outside of cattle, households have relatively
limited livelihoods options. For those with resources, it is possible to start trading in basic goods (primarily food)
between Ethiopia and South Sudan; for those with education, it may be possible to obtain a position with an
NGO. For those without either assets or an education – that is, for the vast majority of the population in Akobo,
alternative livelihoods are limited to gathering resources from the forest (fruit, Egyptian balsam, tamarind,
honey), gathering timber for firewood, brewing alcohol, fishing, cutting hay and hunting for wild animals. While
these activities may support subsistence, they are unlikely to help build a household asset base. Poverty has
become a more acute driver of conflict over time. GDP per capita in South Sudan has declined dramatically, and
food insecurity in Akobo county specifically has increased by 41% between 2020 and 2021. As poverty increases,
households are under increasing pressure to create a financial quick win by engaging in cattle raiding.
As revenge killings and local conflicts continue, the conflict itself exacerbates poverty in Akobo. When revenge
killings take place, economic activity is reduced for several reasons. Firstly, one of the primary consequences of
revenge killings is movement restrictions. Youth who have participated in raids and conflicts cannot leave their
houses and go to the field due to the danger of retaliatory attacks. As they cannot go to the fields, they cannot
support farming and alternative livelihoods. For youth with resources, they cannot explore alternative livelihoods
options such as trading. Secondly, when revenge killings take place, NGOs may suspend or cancel their activities.
Such cancellation represents a loss of assets and resources for the whole community. It represents a particularly
acute loss for those who are young and educated, as jobs with NGOs are a coveted source of income. Third,
revenge killings can cause large outflows of people, to refugee camps in Ethiopia or elsewhere. Such outflows
decrease the sustainability of markets in Akobo – it becomes less profitable for traders to supply basic goods and
services when the customer base is smaller. Across a variety of economic dimensions, then, conflict can deepen
poverty both for individual households and at a market level in Akobo in a cyclical manner. Higher poverty
levels, in turn, can incentivise youth to engage in further cattle raids and conflict. This, in turn, discourages young
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men from engaging in activities outside the household, including farming and gathering materials, due to fear of
violence or reprisals. This further weakens the production and, therefore, economic wellbeing of the household.

“Young men are being killed, cannot work in the fields and stay indoors.”
- Respondent 15, Female, age 58 “Town is empty, with no people moving as before. Either in their houses or in Ethiopia.”
– Respondent 23, Female, age not indicated “Revenge killing has claimed the lives of our husbands and sons, disrupted farming because youth fear being killed,
movements restricted.”
– Respondent 16, Female, Elder (age not indicated) -

Communities in Akobo are already making extensive use of cross-border markets and dynamics to mitigate
economic shocks. Households are moving to refugee camps in Ethiopia in order to access food from international
aid agencies – in these cases, households register themselves or access food through extended family members
who are already registered.12 Boat owners on either side of the border are involved in transporting surplus grain
and other goods sold outside camps in Ethiopia into South Sudan, comprising the main supply route for the
Akobo market. Gambella is a major cattle trading hub, and pastoralists make use of this hub as necessary (Carver
et al, 2021). Interviewees identified ways in which these cross-border coping mechanisms could be
strengthened – small scale investments in lockable storage spaces, for instance, and in market infrastructure,
could increase the volume of trade between Ethiopia and South Sudan, and support the resilience of Akobo
communities.

Civil Society’s Complex Links to Conflict
Civil society organisations – comprising UN agencies and INGOs, LNGOs and community and local faith-based
groups – play a role in local conflict dynamics. The very presence of civil society organisations can both
exacerbate and mitigate conflict. INGOs appear to have limited recognition of their role in local conflict dynamics.
Local religious organisations, in contrast, have seen risks materialise, but have also started to consciously take
measures to mitigate risks.
Jobs with international agencies represent a significant opportunity for youth in Akobo. Educated youth can
aspire to jobs at officer or assistant level; these are well paid and provide social status. In addition, those with
lower skill levels can seek out jobs as guards, cleaners, and cooks. Such low skilled jobs are also highly sought
after. While international NGOs offer opportunities for community members in Akobo, those who receive

12

Food distributions are not considered conflict drivers. They may interact with conflict dynamics in one of two ways: 1) an NGO staff
involved in the distribution is the target of a revenge based on their clan membership, or 2) conflict or acts of revenge are perpetrated
around the market area, thus disrupting the distribution or individuals transporting items from the market. Furthermore, this is more likely
to affect distributions in Akobo.
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positions also take on additional risk. 10 respondents out of 47 cited envy of those with NGO jobs as a reason for
perpetrating violence; as such, those working for NGOs in Akobo may face threats from within their communities.
While this risk was recognised by several members of the community, NGO staff interviewed in this study did
not, by and large acknowledge their roles in local conflict dynamics. Only one NGO staff member interviewed
mentioned that the organisations can affect local level conflict dynamics, and while this staff member
acknowledged the risk, no mitigation measures were proposed. Although further research needs to be
conducted, the findings of this research would suggest that NGOs with a presence in Akobo should work together
to better understand the ways in which they affect local conflict dynamics, and to mitigate these effects.
While the resources provided by INGOs may prove to be a source of conflict, NGOs also have the capacity to play
a positive role in local conflict dynamics. NGOs can be seen as impartial and neutral, and as such, may be able to
act as a broker in local level conflicts. This possibility was mentioned by 6 interviewees (out of 47). The work
conducted by AECOM was cited by community members as best practice; AECOM supported local level small
scale dispute resolution that appears to have been effective. Since the cessation of the program, it is more
difficult for these local justice mechanisms to operate, and there is a backlog of cases.

“People trust NGOs more than chiefs as they are seen as neutral in disputes. They offer free advice and money
[economic opportunities].”
- Respondent 11, Male, age 34“There are many unresolved cases, no one taking responsibility [for local justice and conflict resolution] since
AECOM.”.”
– Respondent 43, Female, age 67 -

Religious organisations – in particular, churches13 – appear to have learned several lessons, and potentially also
generated best practice, around conflict sensitivity and mitigation. Churches present in Akobo are linked to local
community networks and ciengs; they also have the capacity to reach out to cieng members across the border
in Ethiopia and in more distant locations (e.g. those who have been resettled to the US). Documentation exists
on the ways in which church-based community-oriented remittances, and associated allocation of leadership
positions within the cieng, has caused conflict between and within communities (Falge, 2013). Perhaps in
response to these conflicts, the church has made efforts to initiate and support peacebuilding initiatives. Such
measures include mainstreaming peacebuilding messages into sermons, operating peace caravans across
different communities, holding peace rallies and working at a household level with families. It is difficult to find
formal documentation on these initiatives, but they have been cited as effective by five interviewees. Churches
were also mentioned as an actor that ought to be included in future programming by three respondents.

13

There are two active groups in the area: Nuer Christian Youth for Peace and Development (NCYPD) and the Presbyterian Church. The
NCYPD is supported by the Presbyterian Church of Sudan, but also engages several other Christian faith groups (Catholic, Episcopal).
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Grassroots Initiatives Are Working
The conflicts in Akobo are of long duration, and factors ranging from gender norms to critical poverty levels have
exacerbated tensions. Simultaneously, however, local grassroots initiatives are being taken to mitigate the risks
of conflict and lay the foundations for peace. These initiatives could be scaled up, and those supporting the
initiatives could be capacitated and empowered, in order to support more durable peace in Akobo.
Blood compensation has been used traditionally as a means of resolving conflict, preventing a single instance of
violence from devolving into a cycle of revenge killings, and stopping a cycle of revenge killings. Blood
compensation usually involves the perpetrator (or family of a perpetrator) of a crime paying a price – usually
expressed in cattle14 – to the family of the victim. The act is more than just an exchange of property; it also serves
as a public acknowledgement of wrongdoing and acceptance of responsibility (Oola & Moffet, 2019). It continues
to be an important form of conflict resolution in South Sudan not only due to local acceptance, but due to the
limited availability of statutory courts and the acknowledgement of the importance of customary justice within
the Local Government Act (2009).15 The blood compensation mechanism is currently active in Akobo; 18
respondents mentioned that blood compensation is being used to resolve conflict, and all of the respondents
who mentioned this mechanism indicated that it was usually successful.
While blood compensation does work as a conflict mitigation mechanism, it does face several challenges. The
first relates to availability of resources. In order to reach a blood compensation settlement, traditional leaders
and elders need to convene the interested parties. Such a meeting involves a range of hosting and facilitation
costs and given the overall economic decline that has taken place in the area, local leaders are less and less able
to support such costs. The second major challenge revolves around the ways in which blood compensation takes
place. Blood compensation is broadly recognised as a restorative justice mechanism with high levels of local
legitimacy – but it is equally well understood that the norms around blood compensation may be negative. As
an example, from other areas of South Sudan, the common practice of fining a man seven head of cattle for
adultery, while accepting that the punishment for women is likely to be more severe, entrenches negative gender
norms. Young girls are also given to families as compensation (‘girl child compensation’), which is a grave
protection concern (See: Wilson, 2014 for an in-depth analysis). It may be possible to work with local elders to
gradually shift norms and ensure that they are conflict and gender sensitive, as well as victim centred – but such
a process would be likely to be time consuming.
Cross border efforts to support peace and peaceful co-existence are ongoing at a small scale and are driven by
local level authorities. Key informants cited agreements between authorities in Akobo on the South Sudanese
side, and Tiergol on the Ethiopian side, as an example of successful cross-border cooperation. These agreements
are aimed primarily at protecting trade and limiting cross-border crime. As a part of these cross-border
agreements, authorities in Akobo: (1) Arrest perpetrators of crime and hand them over to Ethiopian authorities
if the perpetrators are Ethiopian or if the crime took place in Ethiopia, (2) Arrest gun smugglers and hand them
over to Akobo authorities, and (3) Support the operation of a joint local police force at the border post in
Wanding, comprising youth from Akobo and Gambella. Local authorities and traditional leaders are also
understood to have informal cooperation agreements on restorative justice; it is understood that they have
harmonised the blood compensation to be demanded in case of killings at border posts.
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These local level agreements take place on the initiative of local authorities and leaders. As explained previously,
neither Ethiopia nor South Sudan has prioritised the border between Akobo and Gambella. Investment in
physical infrastructure (border posts, equipment) has been limited, as has investment in the authorities
themselves. Neither national level authority appears to have a particular interest in developing more structured
approaches to border or conflict management. As such, the local level authorities have developed, apparently
independently of outside support, the rules and regulations that currently govern the border areas. In some
cases, successful policies are the result of iterative efforts by local authorities. An example is the treatment of
gun smugglers. The initial agreement between authorities allowed local officers to shoot gun smugglers. This,
however, triggered revenge attacks by their families. In order to manage this risk and decrease violence, the
authorities adapted the agreement, and now gun smugglers are handed over to Ethiopian authorities, with the
understanding that they will be tried and if found guilty, will spend time in an Ethiopian jail.
Intra-clan discussions have shown some success. As explained previously, three key inter and intra-ethnic
divides govern conflict dynamics in Akobo. Currently, the conflict between the Murle and the Lou Nuer is the
predominant dynamic in the region. The dynamics behind this conflict differ from those behind the Jikany – Lou
conflict and the Lou-Nuer – Anyuak conflict, but it may nevertheless be possible to adapt some best practices
from the processes used to mitigate the other conflicts.
One key informant cited negotiation between the Jikany Nuer and the Lou Nuer as an example of a successful
peacebuilding initiative. Both communities are predominantly pastoralist, and value the use of grazing lands
highly. In 2014, a conflict broke out between the Jikany and the Lou over the use of grazing lands in Wanding
and Kankan; in order to resolve the conflict, local leaders came together and agreements were drawn up on how
these lands should be used. Subsequent to the agreement, the two groups have succeeded in maintaining peace
and protecting trade along the Sobat and Pibor rivers.
Similar negotiations between the Lou and the Murle have been negotiated in the past. In 2012, an agreement
was reached between the Lou and the Murle, and tensions shifted away from civilians and toward the political
arena. During this period, relations improved to the point that Murle traders would visit Akobo in order to
participate in markets (Arensen, 2014). It could be possible to support the renewal of such negotiations and local
level agreements. It should be noted, however, that the country as a whole, and Akobo county in particular, has
lost economic resources and has a much poorer resource base than previously; as a result, the pressures on
youth to engage in violence are much higher. Any local level agreements to be negotiated in the future would
therefore need to be accompanied by an inflow of resources to support productive income generation options
for youth.

14

Some blood compensation is done with cash payments. In some cases, where cattle or cash is not available, there are reports of girls
being provided as compensation as they will eventually produce bride wealth (bride price) or children. This was not specifically mentioned
in the interviews and is often documented in Equatoria rather than Jonglei but should be kept in mind in terms of justice systems
reproducing and entrenching inequalities. See: Ibrek, et al., 2017.
15 While technically only statutory courts are empowered to manage criminal cases, practically this is not the case.
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Local leaders – traditional and religious – represent a strong and well recognised force within the community
that can advocate for peace. Local traditional leaders or chiefs, along with the County Commissioner were
frequently described by respondents as enjoying both the most acceptance or legitimacy and perceived as the
most authoritative figures for adjudicating disputes. The legitimacy of traditional leaders among community
members was attributed to them drawing on local (Nuer) law and their experience in settling disputes. Faith
leaders were also identified by some respondents as being a trusted authority for conflict resolution.
Some cases of perceived bias in decisions made by traditional leaders or chiefs were cited, as were cases of youth
disregarding these authorities leading to inter-generational tensions (attributed by one respondent to the
increased ownership of guns among youth).

Conclusion and Recommendations
This report aims to improve understanding of community, conflict, and cross-border dynamics in Akobo County
for humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding actors. It finds that communities in the borderlands are
mobile, and as such, Akobo cannot be considered in isolation. The Lou Nuer, Jikany Nuer, and Anyuak populations
span South Sudanese and Ethiopian territory, and are linked by kinship, social and economic ties; humanitarian
actors need to consider these dynamics when developing programs. The Lou Nuer are caught in a complex and
cyclical web of intra- and inter-ethnic conflicts; these are rooted in traditional dynamics around women and
cattle, as well as poverty and lack of opportunity for youth. New factors, however, such as the increased
availability of small arms, alcohol and drugs, climate shocks (flooding and drought), and the potential resources
offered by NGOs, are changing, and shifting local conflict dynamics. While the overall picture is that of a negative
spiral, in which several factors exacerbate violence, a range of grassroots initiatives have been undertaken to
mitigate conflict. Humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding actors should work with local actors to scale
up and replicate these initiatives. While recommendations have been grouped by theme for the sake of
organization and clarity, it is recommended they are applied in tandem to provide a more holistic approach.
Recommendation 1: Encourage cross-border cooperation and linkages as a means of peacebuilding.
Communities within Akobo have strong kinship, social and economic ties to Ethiopia; their cross-border ties are
likely to be stronger than their national identity. Humanitarian actors should design programs intended to
leverage the existing ties and bolster cross border coping mechanisms. Examples of program modalities that
could support cross border cooperation include:
• Partnering with local organisations that are strongly engaged with cross border networks, such as local
church groups or faith groups.
• Supporting small scale investments to increase business for local traders: such investments could include
funding small lockable storage facilities to facilitate transport of goods, or funding improvements in
market infrastructure and/or roads.
• Working with local authorities to offer peace markets – demilitarised areas in which trade can take place
with greater security – at border posts and county centres.
• Consider linking Akobo and refugee camps in Gambella with ‘peace caravan’ teams that would support
discussion-based solutions.
Recommendation 2: Support local restorative justice mechanisms, using an approach that is conflict and
gender sensitive. Instances of conflict take on independent lives, and grow exponentially, through the revenge
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killing dynamic. Communities have identified blood compensation as the only mechanism which is seen as
effective in countering a spiral of revenge killings. Leaders, usually traditional, who administer these mechanisms
are broadly recognised as legitimate. Blood compensation mechanisms, however, often reflect traditional
norms: they are not necessarily sensitive to women, nor consistent across ethnic groups, nor fully cognizant of
new trends. AECOM experienced some success in supporting local justice mechanisms; other actors should
continue to engage with this mechanism and strengthen the capacity of duty bearers in this system. Specific
measures that could be taken to support local restorative justice and conflict management systems include:
• Supporting traditional leaders to facilitate the meetings and discussions to reach agreements on
individual restorative justice cases.
• Facilitate processes aimed at strengthening recognition amongst traditional leaders on the value of
conflict and gender sensitivity, as well as peace making approaches.
• Support visits and exchanges between different clans and ethnicities, with the aim of building trust and
dialogue.
• Involve faith-based leaders in mediation of conflict and conflict resolution.
• Trauma counselling should be made available for victims and their families.
Recommendation 3: Start up large-scale protection and gender programs in Akobo or expand on those already
in place. Gender dynamics are a major driver of conflict within the region; payment of bride price causes conflict,
as does committing adultery. Youth perceive their traditional roles to revolve around protection of cattle and
military responsibilities. Women, often seen as goods or chattel in this system, experience compounding
vulnerabilities. To better understand and address these dynamics, large scale, multi-part gender programs will
be needed. They should comprise:
• Behaviour change activities targeting both boys and men and women and girls: these programs should
focus on understanding gender roles and supporting community members in changing perceptions of
gender roles. This includes inclusion of both genders in peacebuilding exercises and committees.
• Activities with men should focus on their perceptions of their roles and responsibilities relating, not only
to cattle and the military, but also safeguarding of women, children, and property (including the
restoration of historical safeguarding norms that have been eroded over time).
• Activities with women should focus on supporting existing initiatives by women to improve their own
agency and building the capacity of local women’s groups which have already been established.
• Safe spaces should be created for women to dialogue, and GBV response should be integrated into
programming.
• A gender sensitivity analysis should be conducted for all sectors and activities to ensure they are not
working at cross-purpose.
Recommendation 4: Start up large scale livelihoods activities targeting youth. Poverty and conflict interact
with each other to generate a negative spiral in Akobo. Poverty and hunger are major reasons for youth to
conduct cattle raids, but fear of retaliation curtails farming and income generation opportunities. At the same
time, boys experience continual pressure to earn money to pay dowry and get a bride, which is a minimum
requirement for social respectability. To break the cycle of violence, not only do local initiatives need to be
supported, but other options need to be made available to youth.
• Implement cash for work projects focusing on youth that build market related infrastructure, such as
roads to markets and county centres or between communities, dams to mitigate the impact of floods,
storage spaces, etc.
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•
•
•
•
•

Engage in conflict-sensitive market analysis, that considers specific dynamics between conflict and
livelihoods / food security for any given target area (e.g. Payam)
Develop and roll out entrepreneurship training for youth; such training could be complemented with
small scale business loans to support start-ups (informed by analysis above).
Implement quick impact livelihoods projects, such as distribution of fishing equipment, integrated with
conflict management and dialogue sessions (informed by analysis above).
Work with local communities to develop leisure options for youth such as starting up football clubs or
providing youth with sports equipment (informed by analysis above).
Design and implement simple infrastructure projects (road or dyke repair) that require the participating
of two communities in conflict. The CRS Resilience and Food Security Program (RFSP) has done this very
successfully in Jonglei, focusing on roads that connect Dinka and Lou Nuer communities with roads in a
sophisticated food for work scheme.

Recommendation 5: Mainstream conflict sensitivity into all activities. Conflict dynamics in Akobo are complex.
The findings of this research paper are temporally bound – they reflect the dynamics that were in play when data
was collected. Therefore, there is a significant focus on the Lou-Murle conflict, but less focus on the Jikany Nuer
and the Anyuak. To mitigate the effects of conflict overall, humanitarian actors need to be cognizant of all conflict
dynamics, and to ensure that conflict sensitivity is mainstreamed into programs. This includes issues relating to
land disputes and rights, of significance particularly given the large number of households that have relocated
to Ethiopia and frequent movements between camps there and places of origin in Akobo. Examples of measures
to be taken include:
• Ensuring routine data collection on community perceptions tied to conflict dynamics that relate to
service delivery, to ensure that local dispute resolution activities target not only the Lou Nuer, but also
the Murle, Jikany Nuer and Anyuak.
• Ensuring that the beneficiaries of ‘hard’ activities such as distribution of kits reflect a balanced
distribution of clans and ethnic groups. Gathering data routinely to understand how the ‘optics’ of such
highly visible activities should be factored into conflict sensitive programme design
• Being sensitive to HLP issues and disputes that exist and ensuring that interventions do not further or
exacerbate these.
• Commissioning research on the dynamics of the Murle, whose social structures and constructs are less
well understood.
• Engaging with other actors, notably UNMISS’s South Sudan Multi-Partner Trust Fund for Reconciliation,
Stabilization and Resilience, and the ECHO-funded Emergency Rapid Response Mechanism.
Recommendation 6: Conduct conflict sensitive analysis and adapt operations and programs to minimise risks
to staff and mitigate risks of contributing to local conflict dynamics and maximise opportunities for social
cohesion. Civil society actors can themselves strongly affect conflict dynamics. Not only do the distribution of
goods and services generate tension, but those who are employed by NGOs are seen as privileged, and thus
subject to revenge killings. NGOs need to be fully aware of the risks, and implement mitigation measures, when
programming in Akobo.
• Conducting and regularly updating conflict analyses that are specific to Akobo to inform regular adaption
of programming.
• Engaging regularly with staff regarding appropriate behaviour both inside and outside work, especially
in engagements with the wider community.
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•
•

•

•

Regularly checking in with staff and community leaders on a one-to-one basis through trusted staff
members regarding threats, harassment or targeting of locally employed humanitarian workers.
Engaging in regular discussions with traditional leaders, local community structures and committees, and
local authorities, who may be able to identify situations in which staff are subject to or at risk of revenge
killings and provide feedback on the conflict-sensitivity of DRC/DDG activities.
Engage meaningful reviews of HR policies to ensure neutrality, impartiality, and localization wherever
possible. Dedicate appropriate time with community representatives to explain what the organisation is
doing to work towards these principles.
Consider conducting regular perception surveys within the local communities to monitor perceptions of
NGO neutrality.
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