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On 24 February 2013 in El Fasher, North Darfur, Fatima Abdullah 
Khalil (left) and Mahasin Osman Altahir (right), pose for a photo. 
They are hakamas, women who influence social change through 
chanting poetry and song. Photo by Sojoud Elgarrai, UNAMID.
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EDITOR’S NOTE

On 3 March 2013, a member of the Boy 
Scouts and Girl Guides from El Fasher, North 
Darfur, performs a traditional dance during 
the opening ceremony of the graduation 
programme at El Fasher University. Photo by 
Albert González Farran, UNAMID.

ON THE COVER
facebook.com/UNAMID

twitter.com/unamidnews

On 24 February 2013 in El Fasher, North 
Darfur, Mahasin Osman Altahir, pictured 
here, proclaims herself to be among the best 
of North Darfur’s hakamas, women who 
influence social change through chanting. 
Photo by Sojoud Elgarrai, UNAMID.

I’m pleased to introduce the March issue of  Voices of  Darfur, which continues in the 32-page 
format, giving the magazine the ability to tell the story of  UNAMID and the people of  Dar-

fur with more in-depth coverage. The current issue, like other recent issues of  Voices, contains 
news, features and interviews not only about unique aspects of  life in Darfur but also about 
UNAMID’s ongoing efforts to facilitate lasting peace in the region.

This issue includes two interviews, first an exclusive with UNAMID’s Acting Chief. In the 
interview, Acting Joint Special Representative and Joint Chief  Mediator a.i. Aichatou Mindaou-
dou talks about several of  the objectives she has been working to achieve since taking on the 
role of  UNAMID’s Acting Head on 1 August 2012. Mr. Emadeldin Rijal conducted the second 
interview, our cover feature, with Mahasin Osman Altahir. In the interview, Ms. Altahir talks 
with Voices about the role of  the Hakamas in Darfur, and shares her thoughts on the impact of  
her art on Darfur’s social fabric.

In “Many People, Few Resources: Doctors and Their Patients,” Mr. Albert González Far-
ran presents a photo essay that highlights the challenges of  medical professionals in Darfur, a 
region of  Sudan that is lacking fully developed infrastructure and where medical supplies are 
scarce. The photo essay is a tribute to the patients who need care and especially the doctors 
and nurses attending to them, struggling with limited resources to care for their clients’ medical 
needs and treat them with the dignity and respect they deserve.

In the viewpoint published in this issue, Ms. Yegerawork Angagaw, the Chief  of  UNAMID’s 
Gender Advisory Unit, offers her thoughts about commemorating International Women’s Day 
in Darfur, and points out that, while more women are engaging in the peace process here, there 
is still a long way to go. Ms. Angagaw argues that, despite many challenges, UNAMID is making 
progress in working with every segment of  Darfur society, from local communities to Govern-
ment institutions, to mobilize support  for the women of  Darfur.

In “Touching the Lives of  Darfuri Street Children,” Ms. Sharon Lukunka writes about the 
plight of  street kids in Darfur. Ten years of  Darfur’s conflict have resulted in hundreds of  
thousands of  people displaced from their home areas with no means of  making a living, an 
infrastructure that is in disrepair, and an education system that lacks basic services. Against this 
backdrop, Darfur is struggling to meet the needs of  its street children.

As Voices of  Darfur continues to evolve as a news magazine, we welcome your feedback. To 
send comments by email, please put “Letters to the Editor / Voices of  Darfur” in the subject 
line and send the email to unamid-publicinformation@un.org.
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On 8 January 2013, UNAMID Acting JSR Aichatou Mindaoudou visits Al 
Salaam Basic School in Zalingei, Central Darfur, and presents school sup-
plies to the school’s principal. Photo by Rania Abdulrahman, UNAMID.

UNAMID Sponsors Education Projects in Central Darfur
By RANIA ABDULRAhMAN

On 8 January, in the Cen-
tral Darfur capital of  

Zalingei, hundreds of  men, 
women and children took part 
in a ceremony to inaugurate 
three quick-impact projects 
(QIPs) implemented by UNA-
MID peacekeepers. The proj-
ects, designed to improve the 
facilities at El Salaam Basic 
School and El Zahra Second-
ary School for girls, repre-
sent the most recent effort in 
UNAMID’s ongoing work to 
support local educational sys-
tems across Darfur to create 
an environment conducive to 
learning.

UANMID Acting Joint 
Special Representative and 
Joint Chief  Mediator a.i. Ai-
chatou Mindaoudou officially 
launched the QIPs, which 

included the construction of  
four classrooms and latrines, 
the provision of  school fur-
niture and stationery at El 
Salam Basic School, and the 
construction of  a security wall 
around the El Zahra Second-
ary School.

During a speech delivered 
at the ceremony, held at El 
Zahra School, Ms. Mindaou-
dou explained that QIPs are 
small-scale projects designed 
to benefit local communities. 
“These schools, and the QIPs 
which brought them into be-
ing, are not the total of  what 
UNAMID does in Darfur, 
but they do reflect the best of  
what UNAMID is intended to 
achieve,” said the Acting JSR.

The three QIPs were a 
result of  consultations with 

communities and local au-
thorities, particularly the Com-
missioner of  Zalingei and the 

State Ministry of  Education. 
During the discussions, the 
parties committed to support-

From 17 to 22 January, 
UNAMID delivered more 

than 56,000 kilograms of  ur-

gent humanitarian aid, by land 
and air, to thousands of  civil-
ians who were displaced in 

UNAMID Delivers Critical Aid to North Darfur Displaced
By ChRIS CyCMANICk AND RANIA ABDULRAhMAN

On 19 January 2013, UNAMID delivers humanitarian aid to thou-
sands of civilians who were displaced in El Sereif, North Darfur, as a 
result of tribal clashes. Photo by Sojoud Elgarrai, UNAMID.

the North Darfur villages of  
Saraf  Omra, Kabkabya, El Se-
reif  and Abu Gamra. 

The aid, provided by the 
Office for the Coordination of  
Humanitarian Affairs, the UN 
Children’s Fund, the UN Office 
for Project Services and the UN 
Refugee Agency, consisted of  
nonfood items such as plastic 
tarps, sleeping mats, blankets and 
water-purification equipment.

In addition to providing a 
full spectrum of  logistics sup-
port to deliver the aid, the Mis-
sion provided security escorts 
to humanitarian workers, en-
abling them to carry out their 
duties, and has been support-
ing mediation efforts to reduce 
the tensions in Jebel Amir.

“The operation marks a sig-

nificant step forward for UN-
AMID and its partners,” said 
UNAMID Acting Joint Special 
Representative and Joint Chief  
Mediator a.i. Aichatou Mind-
aoudou. “We have witnessed a 
great amount of  cooperation 
between all stakeholders, at all 
levels, which has ensured that 
access to those in need would 
be granted quickly.”

The humanitarian situa-
tion in North Darfur emerged 
earlier in January as a result 
of  clashes between the Ab-
bala and Beni Hussein tribes 
over gold mines in the Jebel 
Amir area, resulting in a mass 
displacement of  tens of  thou-
sands of  people and more than 
100 killed, according to Gov-
ernment figures.
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Zalingei, Central Darfur

NEWS DEPARTMENT

ing both schools and ensur-
ing that the communities 
have the resources to main-
tain the facilities.

“Communities through-
out Darfur are coming to-
gether, just as you have done, 
to make decisions about what 
would best help their com-
munities develop,” said Ms. 
Mindaoudou. “With the wide 
variety of  QIPs proposals, we 
see it is clear that Darfuris are 
invested in laying their own 
foundation for a peaceful and 
prosperous future.”

Since 2007, UNAMID 
has worked closely with com-
munities and with nongov-
ernmental organizations to 
address the basic issues that 
have led to the conflict in 
Darfur and to provide ways 
to improve the living condi-
tions of  the people in the re-
gion. As a result, in Central 
Darfur alone, 66 QIPs have 
been implemented in the 
areas of  education, health, 
water, women’s development 
and rule of  law.

On 1 February 2013, UNAMID organized a horse race as part of the Mission’s ongoing outreach activities to promote peace in the 
region. Thousands of people attended the event. Photo by Inaju Inaju, UNAMID.

In a speech delivered on 
16 January, UNAMID 

Acting Joint Special Rep-
resentative and Joint Chief  
Mediator a.i. Aichatou 
Mindaoudou addressed the 
audience gathered for the 
inauguration of  the Darfur 
Regional Authority (DRA) 
Council in Nyala, South 
Darfur, saying that the event 
marked an important mile-
stone in the implementation 
of  the Doha Document for 
Peace in Darfur (DDPD).

Ms. Mindaoudou noted 
that the formation of  the 

Council completes the estab-
lishment of  the DRA as the 
primary mechanism not only 
for the implementation of  
DDPD provisions, but also 
for coordinating with the rel-
evant Government entities on 
recovery and reconstruction 
efforts in Darfur.

The DRA Council has 
supervisory, monitoring and 
organizational responsibilities 
and is specifically mandated 
to examine laws and recom-
mend legislative measures that 
would promote coordination 
and cooperation among the 

UNAMID Acting Chief Speaks at DRA Council Inauguration
By koNe MoURoULAye

On 16 January, UNA-
MID Acting JSR Aicha-
tou Mindaoudou ad-
dresses the audience 
gathered for the inau-
guration of the Dar-
fur Regional Author-
ity Council in Nyala, 
South Darfur. Photo 
by Kone Mouroulaye.

Darfur states, evaluate the per-
formance of  the Regional Au-
thority, approve its budget and 
ensure proper spending and 
accountability.

“I urge you all to do your 
utmost to deliver these pub-
lic responsibilities and, by so 
doing, justify the confidence 
reposed in you,” she said. “I 
call on the Government to 
empower and adequately fund 
both the Executive Council 
and the Council of  the DRA 
for them to be able to function 
fully and effectively.”

The DRA Chair, Dr. Ti-
gani Seisiv, said that the inau-
guration of  the Council rep-
resents a step toward stability 
and development. He praised 
the efforts of  Qatar and 
UNAMID, as key DRA part-
ners in supporting activities 
designed to foster peace. Dr. 
Seisi urged the Government 
of  Sudan to fulfil its commit-
ment toward the DDPD.
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On 10 January 2013, students from the School for Mentally Disabled perform a song to showcase their talents and commemorate 
the International Day for People with Disabilities in a ceremony facilitated by UNAMID. Photo by Sojoud Elgarrai, UNAMID.

El Fasher, North Darfur

On 24 February 2013 in 
North Darfur, UNA-

MID airlifted 37 wounded ci-
vilians, including one woman 
and two children, from the El 
Sereif  locality to El Fasher for 
medical treatment. In addition, 
the Mission transported 2,700 
kilograms of  medical and oth-
er supplies to the victims of  El 
Sereif  as part of  its ongoing 
efforts to address the needs of  
civilians affected in the North 
Darfur tribal clashes.

On 21 February, UNA-
MID received information 
about a resumption of  fight-
ing between the Beni Hus-
sein and Abbala tribes in the 
Aji Heir area, approximately 
10 kilometres west of  El Se-
reif. The fighting reached the 
vicinity of  the El Sereif  town 

on 23 February.
UNAMID immediately ac-

tivated its protection of  civilians 
plan to respond to the reports 
of  violence by deploying peace-
keepers to establish a temporary 
operating base to secure the 
area and to facilitate the work 
of  humanitarian organizations.

The humanitarian situa-
tion in the El Sereif  locality 
and in North Darfur followed 
from an outbreak of  violence 
that took place on 5 January 
2013 between the Abbala 
and Beni Hussein tribes in 
the Jebel Amir area of  North 
Darfur, resulting in a mass 
displacement of  more than 
100,000 people.

The Mission has been sup-
porting reconciliation initia-
tives between the two sides,  

On 24 February 2013 in North Darfur, UNAMID airlifted 37 
wounded civilians from the El Sereif locality to El Fasher for medical 
treatment. Photo by Rania Abdulrahman, UNAMID.

UNAMID Airlifts North Darfur Wounded, Strengthens Presence in Area

conducting security escorts to 
facilitate humanitarian access, 
and significantly increasing 

the number of  daily patrols in 
the North Darfur areas most 
affected by the violence.

By RANIA ABDULRAhMAN
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Arms Registration Begins in West Darfur

On 30 January 2013, UNAMID Joint Special Representative (Designate) Mohamed Ibn Chambas arrives at UNAMID headquarters 
in El Fasher, then travels to all five Darfur states to meet UNAMID staff stationed in the sectors. Photo by Sojoud Elgarrai, UNAMID.

Nyala, South Darfur

On 30 January 2013, the first registration and marking of civilian 
arms in West Darfur takes place in El Geneina. The initiative is 
designed to curb the proliferation of arms and reduce violence in the 
area. Photo by Caterina Violante, UNAMID.

The first registration and 
marking of  civilian arms in 

West Darfur officially began on 
30 January 2013 in the state cap-
ital of  El Geneina. During the 
next six months, with the goal 
of  curbing the proliferation of  
arms and reducing violence in 
the area, the Government of  
Sudan expects to register ap-
proximately 30,000 weapons.

The two-day event, orga-
nized by the Ministry of  Inte-
rior, the Sudan Disarmament 
Demobilization and Reinte-
gration Commission and the 
Bonn International Centre 
for Conversion, brought to-
gether nearly 200 participants 
from governmental bodies, 
the diplomatic community, 
native administration unions, 
and nongovernmental organi-

considered illegal.
The United Nations De-

velopment Programme and 

zations, to mobilize support 
to register and mark small 
arms. In a symbolic gesture, 
10 local leaders, each repre-
senting a different tribe, were 
among the first to register 
arms.

The inauguration cere-
mony, presided over by Suda-
nese Interior Minister Ibrahim 
Mahmoud Hamed and West 
Darfur Wali (Governor) Hay-
der Galoucome, followed a 
one-day workshop designed to 
inform international and na-
tional stakeholders about the 
arms-registration initiative and 
to enhance coordination to en-
sure success. Despite the pro-
cess of  registering and marking 
being voluntary, all arms not 
licensed after six months—
subject to extension—will be 

UNAMID provided technical 
and logistical support to the 
event.

By CATeRINA VIoLANTe AND ChRIS CyCMANICk
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Sudan and Darfur Rebel Group Sign Ceasefire Agreement
By UN NEwS CENTRE STAFF

The Government of  Su-
dan and the Mohamed 

Bashar faction of  the Jus-
tice and Equality Movement 
(JEM), one of  the major 
armed movements in Darfur, 
signed a ceasefire agreement 

On 10 February 2013, the Government of Sudan and the Mohamed Bashar 
faction of the Justice and Equality Movement, one of the major armed 
movements in Darfur, sign a ceasefire agreement. Photo UNAMID.

to move the peace process 
forward, the African Union - 
United Nations mediator an-
nounced on 11 February.

“This is a major break-
through in the road toward 
a comprehensive and lasting 

peace accord in Darfur,” said 
Aichatou Mindaoudou, who is 
also UNAMID’s Acting Joint 
Special Representative.

The Government, repre-
sented by State Minister and 
Head of  the Darfur Follow-up 
Office, Amin Hassan Omer, 
signed the ceasefire with Arko 
Sulaiman Dahiya, Vice Chair 
and Head of  the Delegation 
from JEM, on 10 February in 
Doha, Qatar. The agreement 
lays the groundwork to start 
negotiations on other substan-
tive issues, such as power- and 
wealth-sharing and the return 
of  internally displaced people 
and refugees.

The negotiations for the 
ceasefire began last month in 
Qatar under the parameters 
stipulated in the Doha Docu-
ment for Peace in Darfur 
(DDPD). The DDPD forms 
the basis for a permanent 

ceasefire and comprehensive 
peace agreement to end the 
fighting that began in Darfur 
10 years ago, pitting govern-
ment forces and allied militias 
against rebel groups.

JEM is the second armed 
movement to commit to the 
DDPD after the Liberation 
and Justice Movement (LJM) 
signed it last year. Following 
the signing, Ms. Mindaoudou 
congratulated both parties and 
said she hoped that the agree-
ment would attract the non-
signatory movements to join 
in the peace process.

“The road to peace is chal-
lenging and needs a great deal 
of  resolve, perseverance and 
concessions from both sides,” 
said Ms. Mindaoudou, who 
reiterated her commitment to 
work with the parties to the 
conflict to achieving a compre-
hensive peace in Darfur.

On 24 February 2013, UNAMID transported 2,700 kilograms of medical and other supplies to the victims of El Sereif as part of its 
ongoing efforts to address the needs of civilians affected in the North Darfur tribal clashes. Photo by Rania Abdulrahman, UNAMID.

El Sereif, North Darfur
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INTERVIEW

Ten years ago, news of  Darfur saturat-
ed the international media as fight-

ing between tribal militias, rebel groups 
and Sudanese forces claimed thousands 
of  lives. The majority were innocent Dar-
furis. Since those difficult days, the picture 
on the ground has changed, helped in part 
by UNAMID. With more than 25,000 
military, police and civilian staff, UNA-
MID is the largest international peace-
keeping force in the world.

In 2008, when the mission deployed 
following its formal establishment in 

2007, reports indicated thousands were 
killed annually in ongoing fighting. In the 
following years, those numbers began to 
fall. However, during 2012, the gains of  
previous years were jeopardized. Vio-
lence in some parts of  Darfur escalated, 
presenting a challenge for the people of  
Darfur, the international community and 
the Government of  Sudan.

As ever, the chief  victims in such 
conflicts are Darfur’s civilians. While 
peace in Darfur is in the interest of  all—
including Sudan and, above all, the long-

suffering people of  Darfur—UNAMID 
has been faced with significant challeng-
es in working toward its mandate-driven 
objectives of  protecting civilians, facili-
tating humanitarian assistance and sup-
porting the peace process.

In February 2013, Voices of  Darfur 
talked with Acting Joint Special Repre-
sentative and Joint Chief  Mediator a.i. 
Aichatou Mindaoudou to hear more 
about her strategic perspective on these 
challenges and to get an inside look at 
some of  the transformative develop-

Aichatou Mindaoudou: 
‘Peace Will Prevail in the End’
In February 2013, Voices of Darfur talked with Aichatou Mindaoudou about several 
of the objectives she has been working to achieve as UNAMID’s Acting Joint Special 
Representative and Joint Chief Mediator a.i.
By kIRk L. kRoekeR

On 16 December 2012 in Darma, North Darfur, Acting Joint Special Representative Aichatou Mindaoudou meets General Mohamed Bashar 
and other leaders of the Justice and Equality Movement - Sudan. Photo by Albert González Farran, UNAMID.
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ments she has been working to achieve 
since assuming her role as UNAMID’s 
Acting Head on 1 August 2012.

Voices of  Darfur: Thank you for 
taking the time to talk with us today. 
First, can you tell us a bit about your 
background and how your prior work 
has given you perhaps a unique per-
spective in leading the world’s largest 
peacekeeping mission?

Mindaoudou: Thank you for this 
opportunity to speak to you today about 
some of  the most pressing issues UNA-
MID has been facing under my watch.

In terms of  my background, my 
most recent role prior to joining UNA-
MID was Minister for Foreign Affairs 
and Cooperation in Niger, where I 
worked for more than 10 years. This 
was a job that involved diplomatic 
practice, high-level negotiations and 
mediation for conflict resolution. It 
also involved building consensus and 
partnerships, as well as forging alli-
ances on issues of  common interest. 
To be specific, I was involved in sev-
eral mediation and conflict-resolution 
processes, particularly in West African 
countries, including Cote D’Ivoire, 
Togo, Guinea Bissau and Niger. I also 
served as Niger’s Minister for Social 
Development, Population and Promo-
tion of  Women’s Rights.

All this, coupled with my education 
background—I have a Ph.D. in Interna-
tional Law and was a professor of  Inter-
national Law—and my service as a mem-
ber of  nongovernmental organizations 
and civil society groups that worked to 
promote human rights, women’s rights 
and rule of  law, have been very useful in 
my present work as Acting Joint Special 
Representative and Joint Chief  Media-
tor. In summary, I can say that my past 
experience has given me insight into the 
current challenges I face in my daily re-
sponsibilities, particularly in light of  the 
realities here that affect the work of  the 
Mission in protecting civilians, undertak-
ing mediation initiatives and facilitating 
humanitarian access, all in the interest of  

advancing the peace process.
Because of  the ongoing work, and 

the sometimes frenetic pace of  the ne-
gotiations and other events inside Darfur 
and abroad, much of  my time is taken 
up with both mediation efforts and the 
implementation of  UNAMID’s core 
mandate to protect civilians throughout 
Darfur. So it is good to be able to be with 
you today and discuss some of  the major 
issues the Mission has been facing and 
no doubt will continue to face.

VoD: UNAMID’s critics tend to ig-
nore the complexities of  the situation 
on the ground, including intertribal 
conflict, the extreme competition over 
natural resources and, perhaps most 
importantly, the absence of  a fully 
comprehensive peace agreement that 
would offer a way forward for Darfur. 
What are your thoughts about UNA-
MID operating without a comprehen-
sive peace agreement in place?

Mindaoudou: UNAMID deployed 
in 2008 as the largest and most expensive 
peacekeeping mission. Not only was it 
the first hybrid peacekeeping operation; 
it also was the first peacekeeping mission 
operating with no comprehensive or all-
inclusive peace agreement in place.

The Darfur Peace Agreement of  
2006, on the basis of  which UNAMID 
was deployed, was not inclusive. The 
mandate of  the Mission therefore in-
cluded support for ongoing efforts to 
achieve a comprehensive political settle-
ment of  the Darfur conflict; efforts that 
are now anchored in the African Union 
and United Nations Framework for 
Peace in Darfur, which laid the founda-
tion for our strategy to deal with the exi-
gencies of  running the Mission without 

a comprehensive peace agreement.
The first pillar of  the strategy fo-

cuses on supporting the implementa-
tion of  the Doha Document for Peace 
in Darfur. As it stands, the DDPD ad-
dresses the basic needs of  ordinary 
Darfuris—peace, power sharing, equal 
access to resources, justice and reconcili-
ation, human rights and the pursuit of  a 
better livelihood. To raise awareness of  
the agreement and foster additional buy-
in from those movements that initially 
declined to sign it, UNAMID provided 
logistical and technical support to more 
than 140 dissemination workshops held 
across Darfur and in Khartoum. More 
than 25,000 people attended the work-
shops to learn about the DDPD, and to 
deliberate about the many provisions it 
stipulates and that ultimately will benefit 
ordinary Darfuris.

Although there are delays, notable 
progress has been made in the DDPD’s 
implementation. UNAMID is providing 
technical assistance and logistics sup-
port to the Darfur Regional Authority. 
The Ceasefire Commission, designed 
to implement the final security arrange-
ment, is chaired by UNAMID’s Force 
Commander. In addition, the Joint Com-
mission, a body that deals with issues re-
ferred to it by the Ceasefire Commission, 
was inaugurated on December 2011. The 
Implementation Follow-up Commission, 
charged with overseeing the implementa-
tion of  the DDPD, is now in motion.

Other key mechanisms stipulated 
in the DDPD are pointing to hope and 
progress. Dr. Tigani Seisi was appointed 
as Chair of  the Darfur Regional Authority 
in September 2011; a Special Prosecutor 
and the Judges of  the Special Court for 

“The adoption of the Doha Document for Peace 
in Darfur represents an important milestone 
in efforts to resolve the Darfur conflict. The 
agreement provides a unique opportunity for a 
new beginning in Darfur.”
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Darfur were appointed in January 2012; 
the National Commission for Human 
Rights was established with members ap-
pointed by Presidential Decree in January 
2012; and the Darfur Regional Authority 
Council, which will steer the DRA, was 
formally inaugurated in January 2013.

These developments indicate a se-
rious commitment by the DDPD sig-
natories to adhere to the agreement, 
as these items form the essential insti-
tutional framework needed to imple-
ment the DDPD and create a culture 
of  peace. The Document represents 
an important step forward in the Dar-
fur peace process, which UNAMID 
has supported from the beginning and 
on which I have continued to work as 
Acting Joint Special Representative and 
Joint Chief  Mediator.

VoD: Due to problems in force gen-
eration and deployment, UNAMID 
experienced an unusually long start-up 

phase, during which it was not in a po-
sition to fully implement its protection 
mandate. As a result, the Mission’s rep-
utation suffered. What have you done 
to reinvigorate UNAMID’s strategies 
related to civilian protection? And how 
is UNAMID working to improve the 
security situation?

Mindaoudou: It is true that, at the 
beginning, UNAMID experienced some 
difficulties. We have certainly faced some 
significant challenges, especially in terms 
of  positioning required equipment for 
the troops in the field, but I am happy to 
say that we are relentlessly working to ad-
dress these challenges and we are achiev-
ing some results thanks to the coopera-
tion of  the troop- and police-contribut-
ing countries and with the support of  the 
United Nations and the African Union. 
The Mission has been able to contribute 
to the protection of  civilians in Darfur in 
several key ways. 

On a basic level, the presence of  the 
Mission itself  is a contributor to stability 
and serves as a deterrent to violence, as 
civilian, police and military personnel are 
deployed throughout Darfur. In 2010, 
UNAMID implemented a new patrol 
strategy that increased the number of  
active patrols each day. The 24-hour-
patrol strategy extends to the deep field 
and includes patrols for civilians even in 
their day-to-day activities of  collecting 
firewood, water and grass.

Although hostilities continue in 
some areas of  Darfur due to tribal 
clashes, criminal elements and confron-
tation between armed movements and 
the Government, the numbers of  people 
affected by violence decreased each year 
between 2008 and 2011. In response to 
the increase in the number and severity 
of  incidents of  violence across Darfur in 
2012, we revised and updated our pro-
tection of  civilians strategy. It is now 
multidimensional and community-based, 
with a revamped early-warning mecha-
nism designed to address the needs of  
populations under threats by reaching 
them quickly through the rapid forma-
tion of  response teams. 

These Darfur-wide mechanisms 
are designed to strengthen UNAMID’s 
ability to prevent violence, to address 
emerging situations proactively and to 
react to humanitarian and protection 
needs with greater efficacy. It is this 
multidimensional approach that com-
bines physical protection measures, 
political engagements and the establish-
ment of  a protective environment that 
enabled UNAMID and its partners to 
address and continue to respond to the 
recent Jebel Amir crisis in North Darfur 
in a more coordinated, harmonized and 
comprehensive manner with the effec-
tive cooperation of  the Government of  
Sudan, the movements and concerned 
communities in the affected areas.

While the primary responsibility to 
protect civilians in Darfur of  course 
rests with the Government of  Sudan, 
UNAMID complements that work. Our 
revamped protection strategy includes 
an increase in the number of  daily pa-
trols; the deployment of  civilian staff  to 
critical areas; closer cooperation with in-
ternally displaced people and their lead-

“In response to the increase in the number 
and severity of incidents of violence across 
Darfur in 2012, we have revised and updated 
our protection of civilians strategy. It is now 
multidimensional and community-based.”

On 9 August 2012 in Kutum, North Darfur, women from the Kassab camp for internally dis-
placed people wait to receive medical attention from an emergency clinic set up by UNA-
MID, the World Health Organization and North Darfur’s Ministry of Health. Residents of the 
Kassab camp were forced to flee their homes following a series of violent attacks in the area, 
displacing those already displaced. Photo by Albert González Farran, UNAMID.
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ers; closer coordination at the grassroots 
level with state and federal government 
bodies; and the development of  robust 
reporting mechanisms on sexual vio-
lence and children in armed conflicts. 

I am confident that our current ef-
forts related to refining and tuning our 
protection strategies will go a long way 
toward more rapidly responding to re-
ports of  violence and displacement, and 
to more quickly facilitating the delivery 
of  humanitarian assistance where it is 
needed most.

VoD: One of  the challenges you 
have been addressing as you have 
been revamping UNAMID’s protec-
tion strategy is restricted access, es-
pecially to certain areas where UNA-
MID has sent integrated assessment 
teams to observe, report and respond 
to the critical needs of  newly dis-
placed people. Could you share your 
thoughts on the possible way forward 
vis-à-vis these access restrictions?

Mindaoudou: Since the Mission’s 
inception, UNAMID has been working 
in a challenging social and political cli-
mate. Access restrictions, cited regularly 
in the Secretary-General’s quarterly re-
ports to the Security Council and raised 
continuously to the local authorities and 
the central Government, have affected 
our work in several crucial ways, es-
pecially in terms of  the many Darfuris 
who remain in need of  humanitarian as-
sistance, and also in terms of  the many 
reports of  outbreaks of  violence that we 
are unable to verify directly.

However, it is crucial to point out 
that, while these operational limitations 
remain an issue, we have made some 
headway in working with the Govern-
ment of  Sudan at both the local and the 
central levels. We have negotiated access 
to several critical areas, and we have con-
tinued to engage the Government and 
movements for greater access to conflict 
areas so we can facilitate much-needed 
aid to the Darfuris who need it.

Let me offer some additional clarifi-
cation on this point. The Government 
of  Sudan of  course has the primary re-
sponsibility for the security of  the people 
of  Darfur and indeed for all expatriate 
civilian staff  working in Darfur. Accord-
ing to the Status of  Forces Agreement, 

we don’t need clearance from the Gov-
ernment of  Sudan for our movements 
in Darfur; we notify Sudanese authori-
ties of  our planned movements. In cer-
tain scenarios, particularly in times of  
clashes between the Government and 
rebel groups, Sudanese forces have de-
nied passage to our patrols or assessment 
teams. But it is a misinterpretation when 
people say we need clearance from Suda-
nese authorities for our movements.

We certainly do need to coordinate 
our movements. We are here because we 
have a Status of  Forces Agreement that 
gives us access to all parts of  Darfur. In 
general, we don’t move without coordi-
nating with the Government, as well as 
with the armed movements operating in 
the areas we visit. So the matter comes 
down to coordination, not permission. 
We are here in agreement with the Suda-
nese Government to undertake a specific 
mandate known to everyone.

Meanwhile, UNAMID has sup-
ported and will continue to support the 

efforts of  UN agencies and other aid 
actors by providing security escorts to 
facilitate the delivery of  aid and also by 
doing what we can to directly help Dar-
furis in need. In 2009, for example, when 
more than 10,000 civilians gathered in 
Muhajariya, South Darfur, in search of  
safety, we facilitated critical humanitarian 
assistance through our team site there. In 
2010, in the Zam Zam camp for inter-
nally displaced people in North Darfur, 
when there was an acute shortage of  wa-
ter, we provided water to 10,000 people.

We have provided similar assistance 
in many other locations, such as in 
2011 in Shangil Tobaya, North Darfur, 
and Khor Abeche, South Darfur. Also 
in 2011, our Operation Spring Basket 
opened humanitarian access to areas of  
Darfur that had historically been closed 
due to these access restrictions.

There are countless other examples 
of  UNAMID facilitating humanitarian 
assistance. In late 2012, for example, the 
Mission worked with national and in-

On 12 August 2012 in Kutum, North Darfur, UNAMID peacekeepers deliver nearly 100 boxes of 
medical supplies to the Kutum Rural Hospital following a series of violent incidents that began 
on 1 August and resulted in those living in the Kassab camp for displaced people to flee their 
homes and seek refuge in Kutum. Photo by Albert González Farran, UNAMID.

“It is my highest hope that the Doha Donor 
Conference will be a great success and will 
inject much-needed funds into Darfur’s 
reconstruction and development projects.”
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ternational partners to help combat the 
spread of  yellow fever in Darfur by air-
lifting vaccines and several hundred tons 
of  medical supplies to affected popula-
tions. And recently, following the mass 
displacement of  thousands of  civilians 
as a result of  tribal clashes in the Jebel 
Amir area in January 2013, we facilitated 
the delivery of  humanitarian aid to the 
areas of  Saraf  Omra, Kabkabya, El Se-
reif  and Abu Gamra.

While issues related to access and 
restrictions of  movements have become 
an operational reality that we deal with 
from time to time, we are not deterred 
from fulfilling our mandate to protect 
civilians and facilitate the delivery of  hu-
manitarian assistance. We will continue 
to coordinate with the Government on 
our movements, just as we will continue 
to press for greater access to areas from 
which we are receiving reports of  civil-
ians in need of  aid.

VoD: One of  the major issues in 
Darfur is intertribal conflict, whether 
over resources or due to historic ri-
valries. UNAMID has been working 
with communities to facilitate rec-
onciliation and mediation activities. 
What are your thoughts about this 
ongoing work and its impact on the 
root causes of  the conflict?

Mindaoudou: According to the Se-
curity Council Resolution 2063 of  July 
2012, UNAMID’s mandate includes sup-
port for and promotion of  reconciliation 
and local mediation. We are undertaking 
these activities through our Civil Affairs 
section. As part of  our efforts to support 
reconciliation, we have been addressing 
all kinds of  inter- and intra-tribal con-
flicts in mediation activities that directly 
relate to the root causes of  the conflict 
here. Our local-level meditation initia-
tives are designed to restore a sense of  
trust and establish peaceful coexistence 
between tribes.

UNAMID has directly mediated 
several conflicts involving different eth-
nic communities, and has facilitated rec-
onciliation meetings and provided sup-
port to develop many local agreements. 
In addition, we have conducted numer-
ous training sessions to build the capa-
bilities of  Darfur’s community leaders 
in negotiating and resolving conflict. 

We have conducted workshops, held 
meetings and facilitated events across 
Darfur to promote a culture of  peace at 
the community level.

We have worked directly with civil 
society groups, women’s groups, youth 
groups and leaders in camps for dis-
placed people, encouraging them to 
participate in reconciliation initiatives at 
local and regional levels. It is fair to say 
that we have made significant progress 
in these areas since the Mission’s incep-
tion. I can point to many examples now 
where local reconciliation initiatives are 
being spearheaded, once again, by com-
munity leaders and groups themselves. 
This is a positive sign and signals hope 
for the future.

UNAMID’s Darfur-Darfur Dialogue 
and Consultation section is working to 
reinstate traditional conflict-resolution 
and mediation mechanisms, such as 
Ajaweed and Judyia, across Darfur, as an 
alternative to seeking justice in the over-
burdened Darfuri court system. The re-
invigorated interest in these time-tested 
techniques is helping communities re-
solve disputes, such as access to wa-
ter points, at the local level rather than 
through the courts.

One example of  a renewed sense of  
solidarity among tribes in Darfur can 

be found in El Daein, the capital of  the 
new state of  East Darfur, where there 
are more than 30 different tribes living 
together in close proximity because of  
displacements in the area. These people 
are living peacefully together. Clashes be-
tween these groups over the control of  
land and other natural resources led to 
violence in the past. But now these tribes 
are resolving their disputes by relying on 
dialogue rather than weapons.

VoD: Related to these local con-
flict-resolution efforts is of  course 
the issue of  returnees. Given that the 
land of  some internally displaced 
people is now occupied, making even 
more complex an already complex 
situation, what are your thoughts 
about returnees? What is UNAMID 
doing to facilitate returns?

Mindaoudou: It is worth noting 
that, despite the recent escalation of  
violence in some parts of  Darfur, in-
ternally displaced people and refugees 
continue to return, thanks to the more 
stable and secure environment in other 
parts of  Darfur. In 2011 and 2012, UN 
agencies verified the return of  250,000 
internally displaced people and refu-
gees. In Darfur, approximately 3.5 mil-
lion people currently receive food aid, 
including some 1.4 million in camps for 

On 24 February 2013 in North Darfur, UNAMID airlifted 37 wounded civilians, including one 
woman and two children, from the El Sereif locality to El Fasher for medical treatment. In addi-
tion, the Mission transported 2,700 kilograms of medical and other supplies to the victims of El 
Sereif as part of its ongoing efforts to address the needs of civilians affected in the North Darfur 
tribal clashes. Photo by Rania Abdulrahman, UNAMID.
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displaced people.
It is equally worth noting that, despite 

the abundance of  press reports about the 
outbreak of  violence in North Darfur, an 
improved security situation across much 
of  Darfur has directly led to a downward 
trend in the number of  newly displaced 
people. For instance, in the course of  
2012, humanitarian agencies estimated 
that around 90,000 Darfuris fled their 
homes, which represents a decrease in 
comparison to previous years.

UNAMID continues to provide se-
curity escorts during return-monitoring 
missions and also is active in patrolling 
return areas. And, as I mentioned earlier, 
we are deeply involved in the much less 
visible aspects of  the issue of  return-
ees, in terms of  local mediation efforts. 
I recognize that there is much work to 
be done when it comes to returnees, and 
I want to stress that we are absolutely 
committed to this issue, at every level, 
despite the abundant problems and the 
complexities of  the situation.

Let me go back to the example from 
East Darfur. Since they arrived in East 
Darfur, residents of  the Al Neem camp 
for displaced people have intended to re-
turn to their original lands in the Al Salay-
ia area, southwest of  El Daein. Officially, 
the lands have never been their property, 

but they have had a longstanding agree-
ment with the Rezeigat to farm the lands. 
However, during their displacement, the 
Rezeigat loaned the land to others. Some 
tribes in Al Neem are committed to reac-
tivating their original agreement with the 
Rezeigat to move back to the area. Talks, 
facilitated by UNAMID, have been going 
on to develop a possible solution, with 
one idea being for the new occupants 
and the returnees to share the land.

This example is not unlike many oth-
ers I could cite. The claims to land are 
complex and delicate, and UNAMID has 
been supporting efforts through work-
shops and other dialogue initiatives to 
encourage all concerned parties to come 
to the negotiation table and facilitate re-
turns. But the situation, which is already 
complex, is made significantly more dif-
ficult by security incidents that continue 
to make some parts of  Darfur unsafe for 
those who are internally displaced to re-

turn to their desired home areas.
VoD: On a larger scale, and in your 

capacity as Joint Chief  Mediator, you 
have been working on political recon-
ciliation to bring those armed move-
ments to the table who have not yet 
signed the Doha Document for Peace 
in Darfur. Can you talk about the ef-
forts you’ve made in this area?

Mindaoudou: As you know, despite 
significant progress, the peace process 
is still not comprehensive. This will be 
a continuing challenge until all the par-
ties to the conflict are brought on board 
and sign the DDPD. In this regard, I 
have been working in close collabora-
tion with members of  the international 
community, particularly those who sit on 
the DDPD’s Implementation Follow-up 
Commission, to convince the non-signa-
tory movements and the Government 
of  Sudan to cease hostilities and resume 
dialogue in the interest of  peace and the 
people of  Darfur.

To encourage the holdout move-
ments to reject violence and join the 
peace process, UNAMID continues to 
serve in a mediation capacity, and I have 
been very active as Joint Chief  Mediator. 
With the combined efforts of  the State 
of  Qatar, Chad and other regional and 
international partners, we have been able 
to bring the Government of  Sudan and 
the Justice and Equality Movement, un-
der the leadership of  Mohamed Bashar, 
to agree to resume negotiations in Doha 
on the basis of  the DDPD. 

They signed a ceasefire agreement 
on 10 February and are currently hold-
ing talks on all substantive issues related 
to human rights and fundamental free-
doms, justice and reconciliation, power 
sharing, wealth sharing, compensation, 
final security arrangements, and the re-
turn of  internally displaced people and 
refugees. These discussions, which have 
significantly progressed, are expected to 

“UNAMID has supported and will continue to 
support the efforts of UN agencies and other aid 
actors by providing security escorts to facilitate 
the delivery of aid and also by doing what we 
can to directly help Darfuris in need.”

On 30 May 2012, Ms. Aichatou Mindaoudou, then serving as UNAMID’s Deputy Joint Special 
Representative - Political, is welcomed by the community of Forog, North Darfur, just prior to 
the official opening of a new medical clinic built as one of UNAMID’s quick-impact projects. In 
addition to building the clinic, the Mission sponsored the construction of three new schools in 
the area. Photo by Albert González Farran, UNAMID.
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lead to the adoption of  the DDPD.
The support of  the international 

community, particularly member states, 
has been and will remain crucial in this 
regard, until we achieve the desired ob-
jectives as set out in the various relevant 
United Nations Security Council Resolu-
tions and the African Union Peace and 
Security Council Communiqués. I would 
like to use this opportunity to echo the 
call by the international community—es-
pecially by the United Nations Security 
Council and the African Union Peace and 
Security Council—to the non-signatory 
movements to join the peace process on 
the basis of  the DDPD, and to the Gov-
ernment of  Sudan to show flexibility in 
negotiating with them a comprehensive 
political settlement.

The entire people of  Darfur, most 
notably the displaced people and refu-
gees living in camps, and other victims 
of  the conflict, have also been repeatedly 
urging all belligerent parties to reject vio-
lence and commit to dialogue, as there is 
no military solution to the conflict. They 
are tired of  this situation of  insecurity 
and impoverishment and are demanding 
a change for the better.

VoD: With so many conflicts 
emerging around the world, in Syria 
and Mali, for example, Darfur no lon-
ger occupies the spotlight in the in-
ternational media that it once held. 
What is your sense about the interna-
tional community’s interest in Dar-
fur, particularly as we move toward 
the Doha Donor Conference, which 
has the capacity to inject much-need-
ed resources into Darfur?

Mindaoudou: Darfur has not com-
pletely fallen off  the radar of  the inter-
national media. It shouldn’t for many 
reasons. As I mentioned earlier in this 
interview, the international community 
remains resolutely committed to the 
collective efforts to end the conflict 
and support economic recovery, recon-
struction and development in Darfur. 
This commitment is manifest not only 
in the various Resolutions and Com-
muniqués of  the United Nations Se-
curity Council and the African Union 
Peace and Security Council, respec-
tively, but also in the more concrete 
work that UNAMID is conducting 

and in the just-concluded Darfur Joint 
Assessment Mission process, which, 
through the Doha Donor Conference, 
will open yet another phase of  tangible 
international intervention in Darfur.

I should also stress that it is crucial 
at this point in history, especially for the 
people of  Darfur, that the international 
media establish a narrative that is driven 
by credible information and a better un-
derstanding of  UNAMID’s mandate, our 
operational limitations and our real suc-
cesses. It is critically important for the in-
ternational media, particularly as we move 
toward the Doha Donor Conference, to 
pay special attention to our revamped 
protection strategies, our newly reformed 
early-warning mechanisms, and the broad 
variety of  work we’ve undertaken in early 
recovery and development.

I would like to reiterate here that the 
peace process is on track and is mov-
ing gradually despite the slow pace of  
DDPD implementation and the fact that 
two important armed groups are still 
holding out. We are also developing—
together with the African Union Com-

mission and the State of  Qatar, and in 
collaboration with the DDPD signato-
ries—the Darfur Internal Dialogue and 
Consultation process, which should kick 
off  in the not-too-distant future and is 
expected to contribute to reconciliation 
and social peace in Darfur.

Across Darfur, in more than 10 years 
of  conflict, infrastructure has been sys-
tematically damaged or destroyed, and 
families have lost their homes and their 
means of  making a living. Many Darfur 
communities lack water sources and oth-
er basic services. The basic services that 
do exist have either been overstretched 
or have collapsed completely due to lack 
of  maintenance. Trading between com-
munities has been curtailed by the se-
curity situation and an inability to move 
freely between settled areas.

This devastation from years of  con-
flict has been exacerbated by compet-
ing land claims in most parts of  Darfur, 
with many refugees and displaced people 
still facing problems related to returning 
to occupied areas that they once called 
home. In the current situation, most 
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“Peace brings economic growth, the possibility for 
more jobs and the development of infrastructure 
such as hospitals, schools and roads.”

On 20 November 2012 in Nertiti, Central Darfur, women celebrate the official opening of a 
new Women’s Market, a building where local women now sell their products, mostly vegeta-
bles, while being sheltered from the desert heat. UNAMID’s peacekeepers stationed in Nertiti 
constructed the market. Photo by Albert González Farran, UNAMID.
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people living in camps for the displaced 
have little or no access to economic op-
portunities and depend on humanitar-
ian aid for their daily subsistence. For 
women, especially, the conflict has been 
difficult. Even prior to the conflict, Dar-
fur’s infrastructure was underdeveloped. 
Roads were in a state of  disrepair, public 
buildings were dilapidated, and schools 
were not maintained.

The DDPD provides for the Dar-
fur Joint Assessment Mission to address 
these aspects of  Darfur through recov-
ery and development initiatives. The 
DJAM process is led by the DRA, which 
is assisted in this task by partner organi-
zations and countries, such as the World 
Bank; the African Development Bank; 
the European Union; the US Agency 
for International Development; the UK 
Department for International Develop-
ment; the Governments of  Northern 
Ireland, Sudan and Qatar; the UN De-
velopment Programme, the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees and other 
UN Country Team members; and of  
course UNAMID.

UNAMID is playing a substantial 
role in Darfur’s recovery and develop-
ment initiatives. It is my highest hope 
that the Doha Donor Conference will 
be a great success and will inject much-
needed funds into Darfur’s reconstruc-

tion and development projects.
VoD: In terms of  development 

projects, one of  your major agenda 
items since assuming the role of  Act-
ing Joint Special Representative has 
been to push forward UNAMID’s 
programme for quick-impact proj-
ects. Can you talk a bit about how this 
programme is proceeding and also, 
more generally, how you see recovery 
and development contributing to the 
peace process now and possibly in 
the future?

Mindaoudou: UNAMID’s many 
quick-impact-projects have helped build 
confidence in the peace process by en-
hancing the relationship between the Mis-
sion and local communities and by foster-
ing early socioeconomic recovery. These 
quick-impact projects are small-scale, 
each amounting to US$25,000, and are 
designed to make a measurable impact in 
the communities where they are applied. 
The funding threshold for each project 
increased recently to US$50,000. To en-
hance efficiency, the mission decentral-
ised the decision-making process related 
to managing the quick-impact projects to 
more directly address the needs of  the 
communities throughout Darfur.

UNAMID has been working closely 
with the communities and with nongov-
ernmental organizations to address the 

root causes of  the conflict and thereby 
improve the living conditions of  the 
people in the region. More than 500 such 
projects are benefitting the communities 
across Darfur. Projects have included 
school construction, health centre reha-
bilitation, agricultural training, women’s 
education, irrigation and other water 
projects, garbage disposal and waste 
management facility construction, and a 
broad variety of  unique and innovative 
transformative projects that directly im-
pact the lives of  Darfuris.

UNAMID’s military component, as 
one of  the essential enablers of  quick-
impact projects in Darfur, has gone 
well beyond its core mandate to focus 
on humanitarian activities in support 
of  local communities. These activi-
ties have included improving schools, 
grading roads, constructing bridges, 
digging water boreholes and training 
locals on new techniques for farming 
and construction.

In addition and with regard to 
broader development projects, in 
2011, UNAMID, along with UN agen-
cies and the Government of  Sudan, 
held a major international conference 
on water in Darfur. The initiative, 
designed to develop solutions to one 
of  the root causes of  the conflict in 
Darfur, brought together 250 experts 
and donors to mobilize support for the 
creation of  a sustainable water supply 
and service system for all communities 
in Darfur. The initiative raised nearly 
US$500 million in pledges. UNAMID 
has been working to accelerate the out-
come of  the conference.

In terms of  the broader picture on 
recovery and development projects af-
fecting Darfur, let me first point out 
that security is an essential prerequisite 
for peace. On a basic level, peace allows 
people to enjoy lives free from violence 
and the threat of  violence. Security and 
peace allow economies to flourish, di-
rectly benefitting people’s daily lives, 
along with public institutions and pri-
vate businesses. Peace brings economic 
growth, the possibility for more jobs and 
the development of  infrastructure such 
as hospitals, schools and roads.

I believe the recovery and develop-
ment initiatives in which UNAMID is 

On 10 December 2012, in El Daein, East Darfur, UNAMID Acting Head Aichatou Mindaoudou 
meets with government officials and community leaders to discuss the implementation of 
the Doha Document for Peace in Darfur, UNAMID’s framework for the protection of civilians 
and local mediation initiatives. Photo by Rania Abdulrahman, UNAMID.
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actively engaged will have a durable and 
lasting impact on the lives of  Darfuris.

VoD: Women occupy fewer than 
5 per cent of  the leadership roles in 
this Mission. What are your thoughts 
about gender in UNAMID and the 
issues related to Darfuri women that 
you’ve been working on during your 
tenure as Acting JSR?

Mindaoudou: I have been work-
ing to ensure that gender issues within 
the Mission are thoroughly addressed, 
and to ensure the integration of  gen-
der perspectives in all our operations. 
I have been highly supportive of  im-
plementing policies related to gender-
based programmes. In UNAMID, 
just as in other missions, it is critical 
to work toward gender mainstreaming 
as a strategic objective in the imple-
mentation of  our mandate. It is also 
critical to support new and innova-

tive mechanisms for achieving gender 
mainstreaming in UNAMID.

Far too frequently, the valuable tal-
ents of  women in peacekeeping are un-
fortunately not given an opportunity to 
be put to good use in leadership roles. 
On the UN side, the Secretary-General 
has been working to rectify this issue, 
and we have been embracing these new 
policies in UNAMID with vigour. High-
er numbers of  women in positions of  
authority will contribute to more atten-
tion given to women’s issues in peace-
keeping operations.

There are of  course many qualified 
women who could readily fit into lead-
ership positions here. However, due to 
the hard working and living conditions, 
both men and women are reluctant to 
come here to work. We have been work-
ing hard to balance gender in this Mis-
sion, as you can see exemplified in the 

recent recruitments. At the senior man-
agement level, our new Chief  of  Civil 
Affairs is a woman, and we have con-
cluded the recruitment of  a new Police 
Commissioner, who is a woman. We are 
expecting more women to take leader-
ship positions here. And of  course you 
have me. I joined the mission 18 months 
ago in the capacity of  the Deputy Joint 
Special Representative - Political. I have 
been Acting Joint Special Representative 
and Joint Chief  Mediator a.i. for the past 
seven months.

With regard to UNAMID’s pro-
grammes, gender mainstreaming 
should be embraced with dedicated 
commitment by the Mission’s leader-
ship. It is important to stress that wom-
en’s participation in key roles in peace-
keeping operations is a fundamental 
aspect of  gender equality. Of  course, 
accountability to this issue begins with 
increasing the number of  women in 
these decision-making positions, but it 
cannot stop there. What is required is 
the successful implementation of  es-
tablished Security Council Resolutions 
and other policies and reforms that 
will make peacekeeping more effective 
at promoting women’s rights.

In terms of  Darfur, there has been 
progress on gender equality in recent 
years. More and more women are seek-
ing to participate in the political process, 
and women’s groups are focusing on ef-
forts to increase women’s representation 
in legislatures to reinvigorate political ac-
countability. Today, and thanks in part to 
UNAMID’s work here, there are more 
women in Darfur’s local governments 
than ever before. 

Examples of  measurable progress 
in Darfur include establishing Sudanese 
Committees in all five Darfur states for 
implementing Security Council Resolu-
tion 1325 on women, peace and security 
and the creation of  a women’s protec-
tion network consisting of  women from 
more than 100 camps for internally dis-
placed people.

We are required by the Security Coun-
cil Resolution that renewed our mandate 
in 2012 to take appropriate measures to 
protect women from all forms of  sexual 
violence and include sexual and gender-
based violence as part of  mission-wide 

INTERVIEW

On 14 January 2013, displaced people take shelter in a public building in El Sereif, North Darfur, 
after fleeing their villages due to tribal clashes that broke out on 6 January between the Abbala 
and Beni Hussein tribes in the Jebel Amir area of North Darfur. Photo by Sojoud Elgarrai, UNAMID.

“It is crucial at this point in history, 
especially for the people of Darfur, that the 
international media establish a narrative that 
is driven by credible information and a better 
understanding of UNAMID’s mandate, our 
operational limitations and our real successes.”
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efforts to protect civilians. A significant 
achievement in this area was the estab-
lishment in Darfur of  the Women’s Leg-
islative Caucus, which has been a turning 
point in legal reform and is expected to 
ensure legal accountability for human 
rights violations related to women.

Around the world, gender equality 
in democratic governance continues to 
be limited. Women are outnumbered in 
most legislatures. Many factors hinder 
women’s political participation, such as 
cultural barriers, political parties being 
slow to respond to women’s interests 
and conflicting demands on the time 
of  women candidates due to their do-
mestic and social responsibilities. These 
global factors also affect women in Dar-
fur. Clearly, there are challenges, but we 
have made progress in working with ev-
ery segment of  Darfur society on these 
issues. And in terms of  UNAMID, the 
extent of  the work we are undertaking 
on gender issues requires that women 
be further empowered and supported by 
the Mission.

VoD: Finally, UNAMID has been 
around for five years now. What are 
your thoughts about the progress of  
the Mission so far and what the fu-
ture might hold for the peace process 
and stability in Darfur?

Mindaoudou: UNAMID has sig-
nificantly contributed to the improve-
ment of  the security situation in Dar-
fur in its five years of  operations. As I 
mentioned earlier, our presence itself  is 
a major contributor to the security situa-
tion, which, despite intermittent clashes, 
has improved in some areas. We are con-
ducting a significant number of  patrols 
each day, and our peacekeepers are in-
teracting with the community, building 
relationships and providing reassurance 
to Darfuris that they are not forgotten in 
this conflict.

Far too many displaced people con-
tinue to live in camps, and UNAMID 
continues to provide much of  their secu-
rity. This is a situation that has distressed 
me, and I have made it a key priority as 
Acting Joint Special Representative. We 
are actively supporting the voluntary re-
turn of  displaced people and refugees to 
their homes of  origin or to new areas. 
Across Darfur, there are signs of  the so-

cial fabric beginning to mend.
UNAMID is doing its best to sup-

port sustainable voluntary returns and 
is also supporting the push to accelerate 
recovery and development in Darfur. It 
is the joint responsibility of  the Gov-
ernment of  Sudan and the international 
community to ensure that access by 
Darfuris to security, basic services, edu-
cation and vocational opportunities is 
available to guarantee the sustainability 
of  voluntary returns.

UNAMID will continue to support 
initiatives to address the root causes of  
the conflict, in particular the competi-
tion over dwindling natural resources. 
We will continue to work closely with 
the UN Country Team and the Gov-
ernment of  Sudan on projects to accel-
erate early recovery and development 
in the region.

The adoption of  the Doha Docu-
ment for Peace in Darfur represents an 
important milestone in efforts to resolve 
the Darfur conflict. The agreement pro-
vides a unique opportunity for a new 

beginning in Darfur. I have worked to 
reach out to other parties still holding 
out. The peace process must be inclu-
sive. I am encouraged by the willing-
ness of  our regional partners to commit 
funds for recovery and development 
projects. If  peace, funding and interest 
can be sustained, then there is certainly a 
bright future ahead for Darfur. 

A peacekeeping mission is not de-
signed to last forever. Our mandate is to 
help improve the security situation. Later 

this year, the UN Security Council will 
consider our mandate once again and 
may respond to the increased need for 
strengthened security in parts of  Darfur 
along with the need for additional re-
covery and development initiatives. For 
such development activities to take root 
and grow, we must first have an end to 
the conflict, and there must be reconcili-
ation. Much has happened to devastate 
the communities here, but I have hope 
for the future of  Darfur’s people, and I 
am confident that peace will prevail in 
the end.

“Much has happened to devastate the 
communities here, but I have hope for the 
future of Darfur’s people, and I am confident 
that peace will prevail in the end.”

On 9 October 2012 in El Daein, East Darfur, UN peacekeepers stationed in the area provide 
security and keep watch over a water point. Photo by Albert González Farran, UNAMID.
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As in other parts of  the world, the 
doctors and nurses working in 

Darfur are dedicated not only to saving 
lives but also to providing a basic level 
of  care that can successfully accommo-
date patient needs. In Darfur, a region of  
Sudan that is lacking fully developed in-
frastructure and where medical resources 
are scarce, hospital personnel must find 
creative ways to provide even the most 
basic services to the people living here.

In Darfur, a region of Sudan that is lacking fully developed 
infrastructure, hospital personnel must find creative ways 
to provide even the most basic services.

Many People, Few Resources: 
Doctors and Their Patients

By ALBeRT GoNzáLez FARRAN

Doctors and nurses assist a pregnant 
women during a complicated delivery 
at the Maternity Hospital in El Fasher, 
North Darfur. This medical centre has 
the reputation for being one of the best 
in Darfur for assisting pregnant women.

INFRASTRUCTURE

During the past several years, the 
hospitals in the largest cities in Darfur 
have been dealing with an increasing 
number of  patients who have fled con-
flicts in their home localities or have 
settled in nearby camps for the internally 
displaced. To respond to the increased 
demand for services, hospital adminis-
trators actively seek donors and compete 
for humanitarian projects to supplement 
their limited budgets. 

“Any help is always welcome,” says 
Sami Ibrahim, Director of  El Fasher 
Hospital in North Darfur. In the El 
Fasher Hospital and in other medical 
centres around Darfur, long queues are 
commonplace, multiple patients must 
share the same bed, and the relatives ea-
ger to keep watch on their loved ones 
must spend the night waiting outside 
the hospital buildings because the wait-
ing areas are overcrowded already.

This photo essay highlights one 
of  the many challenges the people of  
Darfur regularly face after long years 
of  conflict. It is a tribute to the pa-
tients who need care and especially the 
doctors and nurses attending to them, 
struggling with limited resources to 
care for their clients’ medical needs 
and treat them with the dignity and re-
spect they deserve.
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A staff member controls access to the 
Emergency Room at El Fasher Hospital 
in North Darfur. More than 500 patients 
come to the hospital each day to see one 
of the four emergency-room doctors on 
staff. At night, one doctor is on duty.

A child is accommodated in a box in the 
women’s ward of El Fasher Hospital. On 
busy days, patients in the ward must 
share one of the 11 beds available. The 
Sudanese Ministry of Health began con-
struction on a Pediatric Hospital in El 
Fasher, but there are not enough funds 
available to complete the project.



20 VOICES OF DARFUR  • MARCH 2013

Patients receive treatment for 
Yellow Fever at the Teaching Hos-
pital in El Geneina, West Darfur.

The relatives of pa-
tients being treated 
at the El Daein Hospi-
tal of East Darfur wait 
beside the hospital’s 
water tank in the fa-
cility’s courtyard.

INFRASTRUCTURE

On 14 November 2012 in West 
Darfur, patients wait to be seen at 
the El Geneina Teaching Hospital. 
Photo by Albert González Farran, 
UNAMID.
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A nurse medicates a patient in the intensive-care 
unit of El Fasher Hospital, North Darfur. The inten-
sive-care unit has 10 beds and is unable to accom-
modate all the patients requiring care.
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Ten year old Mohamed, a resident 
of  the Nifasha camp for displaced 

people in North Darfur, leaves his home 
around 8:00 a.m. each day to earn money 
cleaning cars in El Fasher. Mohamed lives 
with his parents and four younger siblings. 
His family receives some financial support 
from his uncle, but both of  his parents 
are not working and they cannot afford to 
send him to school. 

“I wash about three to four cars and 
take home between 5 and 10 Sudanese 
Pounds [US$1 to US$2] each day, but I 
want to go back to school,” he says. “When 

I get home, I give my mother the money 
for safekeeping for future use.”

Stories like this one are not unusual in 
Darfur, where 10 years of  conflict have re-
sulted in hundreds of  thousands of  people 
displaced from their home areas with no 
means of  making a living, an infrastructure 
that is in disrepair, and an education sys-
tem that lacks basic services. Against this 
backdrop, Darfur is struggling to meet the 
needs of  its street children.

According to data from the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization, at the end of  the 1990s, 

around the world, 108 million children 
of  primary school age were not enrolled 
in school. That number has fallen to 61 
million today. To encourage this trend, 
the United Nations has introduced vari-
ous initiatives, such as the Education First 
strategy, the aim of  which is to ensure that 
every child around the world is able to go 
to school and receive a quality education.

On 26 September 2012, United Na-
tions Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon an-
nounced that the UN had secured more 
than US$1.5 billion in commitments for 
Education First. “We want children to at-

CHILDREN
Touching the Lives of Darfuri Street Children
Many years of conflict have resulted in an infrastructure that is in disrepair and an education 
system that lacks basic services. Against this backdrop, Darfur is struggling to meet the 
needs of its street children.
By ShARoN LUkUNkA

On 13 March 2010, a Darfuri child poses during a UNAMID photo shoot for a local information campaign designed to raise awareness about the 
issues street children face and to discourage internationals from paying them to wash cars. Photo by Albert González Farran, UNAMID.
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tend primary school and to progress to-
ward higher education that will help them 
to succeed in life,” said the Secretary-Gen-
eral in a statement announcing the pro-
gramme. “We cannot stop until every child 
goes to school—this is our task, this is our 
homework.”

While such initiatives are likely to help 
continue the global momentum in getting 
more kids to attend class, here in Darfur the 
infrastructure problems are compounded 
by population displacements, country-wide 
austerity measures and several other fac-
tors that are crippling an adequate response 
to the issue. In the North Darfur capital of  

El Fasher, for example, the city continues 
to experience rapid population growth as 
a result of  displacements, and the town’s 
main market area is drawing droves of  
street children from nearby villages and 
camps for the internally displaced. 

One such child is Osman, who is nine 
years old. As he walks the street looking 
for handouts to help support his family, 
he is accompanied by his two younger 
brothers. The three of  them live in the 
nearby Nifasha camp and have resorted to 
begging for money to help their families. 
“Our family does not have money to send 

me to school,” says Osman. “That is why 
I am on the streets asking for money.” 

One of  Osman’s relatives, 10 year old 
Wigdan, is also a resident of  the Nifasha 
camp and wanders the streets each day 
with the three boys to seek financial help. 
“I only attended school up to grade four in 
the camp, but could not continue because 
my family could not pay the fees,” she says. 
Wigdan’s father is not working because he 
is ill, and her mother is currently in Mel-
lit, North Darfur, working the land. She 
sends them food every month but it is not 
enough to meet their needs.

Wigdan has four older sisters, two of  

whom are living at home. “When I get 
money, I take it home to my sisters so 
they can buy food for the house,” she says. 
“This is the only way we can survive.” 

When asked, many of  the street chil-
dren in Darfur will say they used to go 
to school and recognize the benefit of  it. 
But the dire circumstances they face cause 
them to drop out. Osman and Wigdan, 
both of  whom used to attend school each 
day, say they are not happy with their lives 
now and would prefer to go to class.

The motives of  these children are both 
earnest and straightforward, but the streets 

of  Darfur, as in any city, are not safe places 
for children. Osman and Wigdan, seem-
ingly unaware of  the risks, remain watchful 
for local police who will send them home 
when they are spotted. “We run and hide 
when we see them coming our way,” says 
Wigdan.

As for his future, Osman says he 
would like to work in construction, build-
ing houses and helping children who have 
found themselves in similar circumstances. 
Wigdan says she would like to be a school 
teacher so she can encourage students to 
remain in school.

The United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of  the Child is the first legally 
binding international treaty to incorporate 
a full range of  human rights for children. 
The UN General Assembly adopted the 
Convention and opened it for signatures 
on 20 November 1989. The Convention 
sets out children’s rights in 54 articles that 
include the right to survival; the right to de-
velop to the fullest; the right to protection 
from harmful influences, abuse and exploi-
tation; and the right to participate fully in 
family, cultural and social life. 

In 1990, Sudan signed the UN Con-
vention, and in 2010 signed into law its 
own Child Protection Act. According to 
the Sudanese Child Protection Act of  
2010, the Sudanese States are responsible 
for the care and protection of  children, 
and must facilitate the infrastructure for 
their proper upbringing, from all sides, in 
the framework of  freedom, human dig-
nity and spiritual and social values, and in 
a healthy environment. Chapter II, para-
graph 23 of  the Act states that vagrancy 
of  children shall not be deemed an of-
fence punishable by law.

Within this framework, UNAMID’s 
Child Protection Unit has been working 
with children directly affected by the con-
flict and with Sudanese authorities to set 
up specific programmes to provide pro-
tection for street children. UNAMID and 
local Government institutions meet regu-
larly with UN agencies and national and 
international organizations to address this 
problem and find creative solutions to it.

For example, the Mission has been 

 On 14 November 2012 in El Geneina, West Darfur, UNAMID’s Human Rights section collabo-
rated with local nongovernmental organization Child Friends to conduct an information 
workshop for 100 children, mostly orphans. Photo by Albert González Farran, UNAMID.
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working with the Sudanese Ministry of  
Social Affairs and Darfur’s State Coun-
cils for Child Welfare to provide technical 
support and training for a Child Protec-
tion Working Group, a mechanism set up 
to assess and address the needs of  Dar-
fur’s street children. Another example is 
UNAMID’s work with Sudanese Police 
in providing guidance and training for the 
newly established Family and Child Pro-
tection Units, which have been rolled out 
across Darfur as subunits set up in Suda-
nese Police stations to address the needs 
of  families and children. 

“Most of  the children living on the 
streets in a social vacuum are doing so be-
cause of  poverty, conflict and, more im-
portantly, family issues,” says Mr. Abakar 
Ali, a manager in the Ministry of  Social 
Affairs. “The issue of  street children in 
Darfur requires a collective effort to be 
fully addressed.”

For its part, the Ministry of  Social 
Affairs has been working with the North 
Darfur Council for Child Welfare in imple-
menting a broad-reaching programme to 
address street children. But the Ministry of  
Social affairs is not unlike other Ministries 
in Darfur faced with the need to scale back 
programmes to accommodate Sudan’s re-

cent austerity measures. “We need support 
from UN agencies and other relevant ac-
tors to be able to implement our plans,” 
Mr. Ali concedes.

Despite reduced budgets, the Ministry 
of  Social Affairs and the Ministry of  Edu-
cation have been using what resources they 
have to provide street kids with uniforms 
and books and send them to school to give 
them the education they will need to earn 
a living. While such efforts may be mak-
ing an impact, more and more children are 
showing up on the streets of  Darfur’s ma-
jor towns and cities each day. 

Ms. Juliana Kalu, a UNAMID Police 
Advisor, is one of  the many dedicated of-
ficers who accompany UNAMID patrol 
teams throughout Darfur each day to talk 
with children in the camps for displaced 
people and encourage them to continue 
their education. “We talk to the children 
to discourage them from begging and en-
gaging in any sort of  employment while in 
school,” she says. “We let them know that 
they have the right to an education.”

In December 2010, the United Nations 
Children’s Fund, in collaboration with the 
Ministry of  Social Affairs, established a 
Centre in El Fasher to help street kids. The 
Centre offers education programmes and 

a safe environment. “The project provides 
skills training for street children and also 
helps trace and reunify families,” Mr. Ali 
explains.

While such programmes have begun 
to make an impact, the constant influx of  
people to the larger towns and cities across 
Darfur has placed a burden on the region’s 
already overextended infrastructure. And 
with Sudan’s austerity measures being felt 
at all levels of  society, especially in terms of  
a scarcity of  jobs, many schoolchildren are 
also trying to help their families by doing 
menial work after classes.

Adam, age 14, is one such adoles-
cent. He is in the sixth grade in a school 
in the Nifasha camp, and lives with his 
parents and two older brothers. One of  
his brothers lives in Khartoum; the other 
sells mobile phone credit from home. 
His mother takes care of  the family at 
home and his father maintains a laundry 
business in town. To contribute to the 
family financially, Adam works in town 
after school.

“When I am not in school, I make 
money working as a shoe-shine in the 
streets,” says Adam. “What I make at the 
end of  the day, I take home for my mother 
to buy food and help pay for school.”

On 11 December 2012 in Kabkabiya, North Darfur, students attend school 
in a classroom built by UNAMID peacekeepers as part of the Mission’s ongo-
ing quick-impact projects designed to help rebuild Darfur’s infrastructure at 
the community level. The Nuru Salam Basic School for boys educates nearly 
3,000 students each day with 23 teachers, making for average class sizes of 
more than 100 pupils. Photo by Albert González Farran, UNAMID.

On 13 December 2010 in El Fasher, North Darfur, a child smiles during a 
class conducted in the El Fasher Centre for Street Children funded by Sudan’s 
Ministry of Social Affairs and the United Nations Children’s Fund. Photo by 
Olivier Chassot, UNAMID.



25VOICES OF DARFUR  • MARCH 2013

The theme of  this year’s International 
Women’s Day, a global event that 

is celebrated annually on 8 March, is “A 
Promise Is a Promise: Time for Action to 
End Violence Against Women.” In Dar-
fur, while much progress has been made 
to advance the agenda of  women’s rights 
and ending violence against women, much 
more needs to be done.

Since the inception of  UNAMID, the 
Gender Advisory Unit (GAU) has worked 
in several key areas: peace and the politi-
cal process; governance, rule of  law and 
human rights; sexual and gender-based 
violence; and recovery and community 
dialogue. In each of  these areas, GAU has 
reached out to different groups—includ-
ing government personnel, community 
leaders, internally displaced people, civil 
society organizations, young people and 
nomads—to develop policies and help 
implement programs designed to improve 
the lives of  Darfuri women.

Examples of  measurable progress 
include establishing Sudanese Commit-
tees in Darfur for implementing Secu-
rity Council Resolution 1325 on women, 
peace and security; the creation of  a pro-
tection network with women from more 
than 100 camps for internally displaced 
people; and building a youth network at 
Darfur universities. In addition, GAU 
has helped strengthen partnerships with 
several state institutions and community 
groups to support them as they work to 
build crucial mechanisms to respond to 
the special protection needs of  women.

UN Security Council Resolution 2063, 
which renewed UNAMID’s mandate in 
2012, demands that “the parties to the con-
flict immediately take appropriate measures 
to protect civilians, including women and 
children, from all forms of  sexual violence” 
and requires UNAMID to include sexual 

and gender-based violence as part of  the 
Mission’s efforts to protect civilians. In line 
with these directives, GAU has been con-
ducting studies to assess gender-related di-
mensions of  the Darfur conflict and to pro-
mote evidence-based advocacy to prevent 
sexual and gender-based violence. 

Each year, GAU marks the UN’s in-
formation campaign of  16 Days of  Ac-
tivism Against Gender-Based Violence, 
an annually celebrated follow-on to Secu-
rity Council Resolution 1325, with events 
across Darfur designed to highlight the 
issues in Resolution 1325. Similarly, GAU 
commemorates the UN’s annual “Open 
Days” events throughout Darfur by facili-
tating workshops to review and analyse the 
progress made so far on women’s issues. In 
2012, events for both campaigns focused 
on conflict resolution, participation in the 
peace processes, and promotion and im-
plementation of  Resolution 1325.

A major step forward in all of  these 
efforts has been the Government of  Su-
dan’s willingness and commitment to set 
up strategies to ensure full compliance 
with the provisions of  Resolution 1325, es-
pecially in the areas of  advocacy campaigns 
and preventing and responding to sexual 
and gender-based violence. A notable de-
velopment in this area was the establish-
ment in Darfur of  a Women’s Legislative 
Caucus, which is expected to foster legal 
reform and ensure accountability for viola-
tions against women.

Last year, GAU conducted research 
of  Sudanese laws pertaining to violence 
against women. The research reviewed ex-
isting legislative gaps and served as a ref-
erence point to women parliamentarians, 
helping to strengthen their efforts related 
to regional, national and international com-
mitments pertaining to women’s participa-
tion in governance structures and the im-

portant linkages with the Doha Document 
for Peace in Darfur.

In addition to this work, GAU has 
been facilitating women’s participation 
in the peace process through regular civil 
society meetings in all Darfur states. For 
example, women’s participation at the All 
Darfur Stakeholders’ Conference in 2011 
reached 41 per cent. The aim of  these 
efforts is to empower women leaders to 
take charge of  their own protection is-
sues, expand the options for victims of  
violence and increase women’s participa-
tion in rule-of-law institutions.

As we commemorate International 
Women’s Day this year in Darfur, we do so 
with the understanding that women’s en-
gagement in the peace process, while signifi-
cantly more visible and meaningful than it 
has been in recent years, has a long way to 
go. Ongoing work with women legislators 
to reform specific laws is critical to achiev-
ing progress. Continuing to strengthen part-
nerships with communities and government 
institutions to leverage ongoing momentum 
in reform initiatives represents the only vi-
able way forward for Darfur’s women.

Despite many challenges, GAU has 
made progress in working with every seg-
ment of  Darfur society and Government 
structure to mobilize support and advocate 
for resolving gender issues. The primary 
focus now is to continue to increase wom-
en’s participation in the peace process, to 
strengthen the mechanisms set up to protect 
women and girls from sexual and gender-
based violence, to promote women’s equi-
table access to services and resources, and 
ultimately to sustainably empower Darfuri 
women on a socioeconomic level.

VIEWPOINT

Yegerawork angagaw is UNAMiD’s seNior GeNDer 
ADvisor AND Chief of the GeNDer ADvisory UNit. 
ContaCt her at angagawy@un.org.

As we commemorate International Women’s Day, we do so with the 
understanding that women’s engagement in the peace process, while more 
than in recent years, has a long way to go.

More Must Be Done for Darfur’s Women

By yEgERAwORk ANgAgAw
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Darfur’s Peace Chants: An Interview 
with Mahasin Osman Altahir

Hakamas are traditional female sing-
ers dedicated to drawing attention 

to social, political and economic issues in 
their communities. Through their lyrical 
songs, purposefully crafted poems and 
improvised words, the Hakamas praise 

the sacrifices of  their ancestors and draw 
attention to the successes of  their clans. 

As singing poets, they wield influ-
ence over the members of  their tribes 
by weaving positive principles and values 
into the social fabric of  their communi-

ties. The influence of  the Hakamas is 
not just on their local communities. They 
work their magic on all levels of  society, 
especially at social events and cultural 
gatherings, channeling the collective joy 
and sorrow of  those around them. 

In an interview conducted in El Fasher, Voices of Darfur talked with Mahasin Osman Altahir, a 
well-known hakama, who chants for peace, peaceful coexistence and reconstruction in Darfur.
By eMADeLDIN RIjAL

On 24 February 2013 in El Fasher, North Darfur, Fatima Abdullah Khalil (left) and Mahasin Osman Altahir (right), pose for a photo. They are 
hakamas, women who wield significant social influence through chanting poetry and song. Photo by Sojoud Elgarrai, UNAMID.
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In Darfur, the Hakamas have a repu-
tation that is not unlike powerful political 
figures, in that they are able to destroy 
personal reputations in an instant and 
drive men to fight wars. At the same 
time, they are known for being able to 
help avert community conflicts and 
disputes by exerting their influence in 
solving complex social problems. While 
most Hakamas are illiterate, they possess 
a deep knowledge of  local history and a 
poetic talent for generating broad inter-
est in social justice.

Voices of  Darfur talked with Mahasin 
Osman Altahir, a well-known El Fasher 
Hakama, about the impact of  the Haka-
mas and their role in peace and peaceful 
coexistence. Ms. Altahir, a woman of  40, 
was born and grew up in the Buram area 
of  South Darfur. She spent 
her early life as a member of  
a nomadic community, trav-
eling from a place to place in 
and around Darfur, but now 
resides in El Fasher, the cap-
ital of  North Darfur.

Voices of  Darfur: 
Could you tell us about 
when and how did you 
become a Hakama?

Altahir: I can recall the 
fact that when I was still around the age 
of  10, I used to attend routine social 
gatherings that brought together Haka-
mas and different members of  society. 
Despite the tasks assigned to me during 
those gatherings, where I had to serve 
the Hakamas tea, I was dedicating my-
self  to listening attentively to the songs 
and poems recited by them. 

At that time, I felt like I would love 
to be a hakama one day. So the idea of  
becoming a hakama kept growing out 
of  my regular attendance at these gath-
erings. By the time I was 13, I was sing-
ing and chanting with several hakamas. 
At one point, we had to present songs 
and poems as part of  our leader’s inau-
guration festivities. People were worried 
about whether I would have the ability 
to take part in the celebration. How-

ever, when I got on the floor, my per-
formance, more or less, stimulated the 
crowd to cheer me.

At the end of  the day, I was given a 
calf  as a gift by our leader himself. Since 
then, I have been acting as a hakama. That 
ceremony was the beginning for me and 
was a showcase for my personal abilities.

VoD: What does it take to become 
a hakama?

Altahir: It is no secret that all of  
the hakamas’ work is based on instinc-
tual talent and creativity. I am the sole 
daughter, among five others, to have tak-
en this path. There is typically only one 
hakama among 10 villages in any given 
area in Darfur. My collection of  poems 
and songs are inspired by the memories 
of  my late grandmother, who was also 

a hakama. So it takes some basic talent 
and creativity, a sense of  tradition and a 
willingness to take on the social role re-
quired of  all hakamas.

VoD: So are the hakamas affiliat-
ed with a specific tribe or geographi-
cal location?

Altahir: Hakamas neither have a spe-
cific tribe nor a specific geographical loca-
tion. They can be found in every place and 
community in Darfur. But what makes the 
hakamas valued by all Darfuris is their ob-
jectives, which are noble and uplifting. 

VoD: Could you talk a bit more 
about these objectives? What would 
you say is the primary role of  the 
hakamas in the community?

Altahir: Hakamas have a great role 
in the community. Hakamas have the 
power to work either toward positive or 

negative objectives. They have the power 
to spark a fire, and at the same time can 
put out that fire. But the wisest of  the 
hakamas are the ones who take pride in 
addressing issues related to peace and 
peaceful coexistence, reconstruction and 
development.

Moreover, hakamas can serve as the 
vehicles for denouncing tribalism. As 
a matter of  fact, the current devotion 
of  the hakamas across Darfur to peace 
and stability is apparent. We have begun 
propagating the culture of  peace. In ad-
dition, many of  the hakamas are now 
working on helping to draw attention to 
critical social issues, such as the harmful 
practice of  female genital mutilation.

VoD: Do hakamas typically have 
other work in addition to their work 

as hakamas? In other 
words, is the role of  a 
hakama a full-time job or 
must they have a parallel 
vocation?

Altahir: Like other art-
ists, hakamas typically have 
daytime vocations. For ex-
ample, I am currently work-
ing as a tea vendor and am 
also running a small restau-
rant in El Fasher’s market 

area. I am dedicating myself  to all of  this 
daytime work to ensure the wellbeing 
of  my sons and daughters whose father 
went missing more than 15 years ago.

VoD: How frequently do you com-
pose new songs and poems?

Altahir: It depends on the events 
and occasions I attend. In some cases, 
I feel required to respond immediately 
to a new issue in the community with a 
new chant. There are touching moments 
as well, requiring me to be inventive and 
creative, and there are many sensitive 
situations that require careful crafting 
of  lyrics. I usually improvise poems and 
songs in a way that best fits the context 
of  the given situation.

VoD: These days, in what types of  
the events do you typically perform or 
take part?

“All of the Hakamas in Darfur are no 
longer singing for war, but instead 
are chanting for peace. Today, the 
Hakamas are much more aware of the 
complicated issues of the community 
than they have ever been.”
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Altahir: At the local level, I partici-
pate regularly in community and social 
events, such as horse races and wedding 
parties. At national level, I take part in 
many events too. Recently, I partici-
pated in Sudan’s Cultural Nights, which 
were held in different towns across the 
country. Such events are aimed at show-
casing the impact of  culture on peace 
and development. 

VoD: Many have said that the 
hakamas wield significant power over 
the members of  their communities. 
What are your thoughts about the 
ability of  the hakamas to exert posi-
tive influence in their communities?

Altahir: If  the hakama calls a meet-
ing, all of  the residents of  the village will 
be there. People are very cautious about 
showing respect to the hakama, because 
otherwise she will make fun of  them. 
Apart from exerting influence at the lo-
cal level, the hakamas devote themselves 

to national issues. They can encourage 
men to fight a war against foreign invad-
ers, for example. Many hakamas played 
a great role in repelling the colonials to 
gain the independence of  Sudan.

VoD: As you mentioned, hakamas 
have been known for their chants that 
urge men into battle. Have you done 
these kinds of  chants before and 
what are your thoughts about them?

Altahir: I encouraged men to fight 
back against the aerial attack on Al-Shifa 
Medical Supplies Industry in Khartoum. 
The attacks were blamed on a western 
country that had mistaken the medical 
supplies facility for a weapons facility. 
The attacks took place at a time when 
there was a great need for medicine to 
help curb the spread of  chronic diseases 
such as malaria. Therefore, I composed 
poems and songs condemning the at-
tacks and urging our men to fight back.

VoD: And what about the hakamas 

who encourage men to start conflict 
rather than simply responding to it?

Altahir: That sort of  hakama is no 
longer seen in Darfur. They were liv-
ing in darkness. That darkness has now 
been replaced by the light. All of  the 
hakamas in Darfur are no longer sing-
ing for war, but instead are chanting for 
peace. Today, the hakamas are much 
more aware of  the complicated issues 
of  the community than they have ever 
been. The mentality of  the traditional 
hakamas has gradually been trans-
formed from the culture of  war into the 
culture of  peace.

VoD: In terms of  the conflict in 
Darfur, how has the conflict here af-
fected you personally?

Altahir: I have been affected so 
much by the conflict in Darfur. Before 
the outbreak of  the war, all of  us were 
comfortable. However, as a result of  this 
conflict, the economic and security situ-
ation is worsening. We are suffering the 
direct consequences of  the war. 

The financial problems of  members 
of  all of  our communities are acute. It 
is becoming difficult to get simple needs 
met for each day of  life here, such as fire-
wood. We are working hard to overcome 
the difficulties associated with the Dar-
fur conflict. It is the conflict that made 
me not only yearn for peace, but also 
long for the past. I recall a time when I 
used to go on trade journeys to different 
parts of  Darfur without being confront-
ed with any security challenges.

VoD: What do you see as the way 
forward for Darfur?

Altahir: Darfur needs to have its 
people reunited. It needs to have its peo-
ple reunited against tribalism and to lis-
ten to the voice of  reason. Darfur needs 
to have dwevelopment projects. All of  
these can put Darfur back on the path 
to peace. 

VoD: In the end, what would you 
say to the people of  Darfur to move 
things forward toward this vision 
you’ve described?

Altahir: I truly hope that my voice 
could be heard by all. It is now time 
for peace and reconstruction. I hope 
that the future generation will dedicate 
their lives to education and embrace a 
culture of  peace.

“We are working hard to overcome the 
difficulties associated with the Darfur conflict. 
It is the conflict that made me not only yearn 
for peace, but also long for the past.”

On 24 February 2013 in El Fasher, North Darfur, Fatima Abdullah Khalil (right) and Mahasin 
Osman Altahir (left), pose for a photo. They are hakamas, women who influence social change 
through chanting poetry and song. Photo by Sojoud Elgarrai, UNAMID.



On 24 February 2013 in El Fasher, North Darfur, Mahasin 
Osman Altahir, pictured here, sings a chant. Photo by 
Sojoud Elgarrai, UNAMID.
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