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INTRODUCTION  
Three years since conflict broke out in Sudan’s South Kordofan state, Amnesty 
International remains deeply concerned by the relentless indiscriminate attacks 
against civilians and civilian objects by the Sudanese Armed Forces, which has 
resulted in tens of thousands displaced, and scores of civilians killed and injured. 
The organization is particularly concerned by reports of an increase in violations of 
international human rights and humanitarian laws, including attacks against 
hospitals, under the Government’s ‘Decisive Summer’ military operation.  

On 14 April 2014, the Sudanese government publically launched its “Decisive 
Summer” military operation to “end all rebellion in South Kordofan, Blue Nile and 
Darfur.”1 Since then, Amnesty International has received reports of indiscriminate 
aerial bombardments and other attacks on civilian areas in and around Kauda, and 
in Um Dorein and Delami counties.2 The organization has also received disturbing 
reports of attacks against civilian structures, including two hospitals, and the office 
of a local NGO.  

The fighting, which began on 5 June 2011, between the Sudan People’s Liberation 
Army-North (SPLA-N) and the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) has had a devastating 
impact on civilians in Southern Kordofan. The conflict has been characterised by 
indiscriminate attacks by both parties, including aerial bombardments by the SAF. 
Scores of men, women and children have been injured and killed; homes, schools, 
clinics, and other civilian structures have been destroyed. The attacks have 
generated widespread fear among the civilian population. The government has 
prevented access to humanitarian assistance and, combined with the severely 
disrupted daily activities such as farming and education, this has left thousands of 
civilians in a precarious situation. 

This briefing focuses on the human rights and international humanitarian law (IHL) 
violations committed by the SAF in the context of intensified fighting in Southern 
Kordofan under ‘Operation Decisive Summer’. Amnesty International has previously 
documented violations perpetrated during the conflict by Sudanese forces, 
including indiscriminate aerial bombardments and indiscriminate shelling in civilian 
areas.3  
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INDISCRIMINATE ATTACKS ON 
CIVILIAN AREAS 
Amnesty International has documented indiscriminate attacks on civilian areas 
since the conflict began three years ago. All available information indicates that 
there were no military targets at or near the sites of these attacks. Even had these 
attacks been aimed at military targets, the repeated use of indiscriminate weapons 
in civilian areas over the last three years, without differentiation or precautions to 
prevent civilian casualties, has meant that civilians were unlawfully killed or 
injured, and civilian objects needlessly destroyed or damaged. Sudanese forces 
have employed indiscriminate aerial bombardment, indiscriminate shelling on 
civilian villages, and proxy forces in ground assaults who have additionally 
perpetrated violations, including more recently the Rapid Support Forces. 4 

Since the onset of the ‘Decisive Summer’ operation, the SAF has been carrying out 
sustained aerial bombardments in and around Kauda, a major town in Heiban 
County, as well as aerial bombardments and shelling in Um Dorein and Delami 
counties.5   

The aerial attacks often use unguided munitions dropped from aircraft at high 
altitudes. The SAF has continued to use unguided munitions such as barrel bombs, 
which are rolled out manually from Antonov cargo planes or other aircrafts flying at 
high altitudes, and do not allow for accurate delivery.6 In these latest offensives, 
national human rights groups have additionally documented the use of parachute-
retarded bombs launched from Sukhois jets at high altitudes, causing extensive 
damage in civilian areas and to civilian objects. The weapons used are 
indiscriminate in nature, and their use may constitute a war crime.  

Amnesty International received reports of heavy aerial bombardments in several 
areas of South Kordofan including Um Dorein and Delami counties in April and 
May.7 National human rights monitors recorded at least nine incidents of aerial 
bombardments between 3 and 14 May, which injured two people, damaged seven 
homes and a church, and destroyed four grain stores. Between 15 and 22 May, 
monitors also documented over 200 bombs dropped over Tangal, in Um Dorein 
County.8 

Additionally, SAF has employed indiscriminate shelling in civilian areas. For 
example, over 200 artillery and rocket shells were found in villages in Delami 
County between 12 and 27 April. At least four civilians, three of whom were 
children, were killed in the shelling and 15 injured.9 The villages that were attacked 
are said to be away from the frontline and there were no military targets or SPLA-N 
combatants present at the time of the attacks.  
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A fundamental rule of international humanitarian law is that parties to any conflict 
must at all times “distinguish between civilians and combatants”, especially in that 
“attacks may only be directed against combatants” and “must not be directed 
against civilians.”10 A similar rule requires parties to distinguish between “civilian 
objects” and “military objectives”. These rules are part of the fundamental 
“principle of distinction.”11 Intentionally directing attacks against civilians not 
taking part in hostilities, or against civilian objects, is a war crime. 12 

During the last week of May, 59 bombs were dropped in and around Kauda, a major 
town under SPLA-N control.13  The aerial bombardments destroyed a number of 
civilian structures.14 On 26 May, an Antonov aircraft did several passes over Kauda 
and dropped eight bombs, one of which hit and destroyed a local NGO office. Five 
people were reportedly injured, and several offices were destroyed. On 28 May, 
another 25 bombs were dropped in the Kauda area, damaging homes and killing 
livestock. Gidel, a nearby settlement, was also attacked the same day. A primary 
school was damaged, and two children injured as a result.15  

Although Kauda is a Sudan People’s Liberation Movement-North (SPLM-N)16 
stronghold, there is no military presence in the town, which is far from the frontline. 
Over the years Kauda has been subjected to intense aerial bombardments, but 
national human rights monitors say that the recent bombings are unprecedented in 
their scale and impact.17  

Satellite imagery secured by Amnesty International from Kauda on 20 and 31 May 
shows significant increases in aerial bombardments over the time period, with no 
armed opposition presence observable. Analysis of bombing impacts indicates 
craters and burn scars measuring up to 20 meters in diameter, many times larger 
than the average dwelling. In the most populous southern portion of Kauda, as 
many as 17 such craters were created over the 11 day observation period, in an 
area comprised largely of small dwellings and small-scale farms adjacent to a 
disused airstrip. (See Figure 1).    
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Figure 1: Bombardment of southern Kauda as indicated by bomb craters created 
between 20 and 31 May 2014. © DigitalGlobe 2014 
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ATTACKS ON HOSPITALS 

On 1 May at around 10 am, the Mother of Mercy Hospital in Gidel, Southern Kordofan, was damaged after six 

bombs were dropped in the hospital compound from a Sukhoi-24 attack jet.  Amnesty International delegates 

visited this hospital in 2013. It was the only tertiary hospital in SPLA-N controlled areas of South Kordofan. The 

hospital is run by the Diocese of El Obeid and treats, on average, 150,000 people every year. An unmanned 

aerial vehicle (UAV – drone) apparently circled the hospital a few days before the attack. Amnesty 

International is particularly concerned about these reports, which, if confirmed, would mean that the attack on 

the hospital was deliberate. On 16 June, another hospital run by Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) in 

Farandalla, Buram County, was hit by two bombs. According to MSF “the bombs destroyed the emergency 

room, a dressing room, the pharmacy, and the hospital kitchen”.18  The hospital is clearly identified with a 

cross on its roof and a flag. Deliberate attacks on hospitals, are flagrant violations of International 

Humanitarian Law and constitute war crimes.  

 

The deliberate destruction of civilian buildings such as markets, health clinics, and 
schools is a gross violation of international human rights law. Attacking, destroying, 
removing or rendering useless, objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian 
population is prohibited under International Humanitarian Law. Such objects 
include agricultural areas for the production of foodstuffs, crops, livestock, drinking 
water installations and supplies, and irrigation works.19 

Such attacks also violate the right to an adequate standard of living, which Sudan is 
obliged to respect under Article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICCPR).20  
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HUMANITARIAN SITUATION: A 
PROTRACTED CRISIS  
The Sudan government’s on-going refusal to allow humanitarian assistance to 
opposition-held areas affected by the conflict has led to a protracted humanitarian 
crisis.21 In May, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN 
OCHA) reported that the humanitarian situation in South Kordofan is now 
“potentially catastrophic”.22 

Since the start of the conflict, civilian populations in South Kordofan have been 
living in desperate conditions, fleeing from the bombs and seeking refuge inside 
foxholes and caves, with limited access to food and water, and no access to medical 
care. Since the fighting intensified this year, civilians have again either been 
displaced within SPLA-N controlled areas or fled to government-controlled areas. 
According to OCHA, 13,400 civilians from SPLA-N areas of South Kordofan arrived 
in government-controlled areas in May.23 The SPLM-N reported that 90,000 people 
were displaced within Southern Kordofan due to the recent upsurge of violence 
during the month of May, adding to the reported 800,000 people displaced or 
otherwise affected by the conflict in SPLA-N areas since the start of the conflict.24  

The months of May to August are key planting periods for sorghum, millet and other 
staple crops grown in Southern Kordofan.25  Internal displacement during the 
planting season is hindering people’s ability to prepare and cultivate their fields, 
which in turn contributes to the already acute food insecurity. Similarly, many 
farmers have been unable to plant their crops during this planting season for fear of 
being bombed. For example, heavy battles between the SAF and SPLA-N have taken 
place in the major agricultural areas in Delami country.  Additionally, SAF dropped 
almost 200 bombs on Tangal in Um Durein – another agricultural district –
damaging 11 farms and severely disrupting the planting season. 

Boreholes have been destroyed during attacks, severely impeding civilians’ access 
to water. Amnesty International has also received worrying reports that the Rapid 
Support Forces have been burning and destroying properties and civilian objects 
such as water holes and grain stores.26  

The Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWS NET) reported that the SPLA-N 
areas in Southern Kordofan have the highest levels of food insecurity in Sudan 
which they the group predicts will persist through September 2014.27 National 
human rights monitors also expect increased food insecurity in the coming months 
due to the start of the rainy season. Amnesty International has previously 
documented intensified bombardments during this period, which severely disrupts 
planting.28 
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Monthly distributions of SAF attacks including aerial bombardments over the last 
three years in Southern Kordofan as well as Blue Nile indicate significant increases 
in attacks during key farming and subsistence months (See Fig.2) 

 

Figure 2: Monthly distribution of attacks including aerial bombardment incidents 2011-

2013. Available data indicates a disproportionate increase in attacks during key farming 

months for planting (Jun) and harvest (Nov). Data sourced from national human rights 

monitors, and is not exhaustive. 

Amnesty International believes that the Sudanese authorities are aware of the 
planting season; therefore the intensification of bombings reported in the last two 
months may indicate that SAF are intentionally attempting to disrupt planting 
season. The combined effect of the interference with planting and harvesting in 
Southern Kordofan with the refusal by the Sudanese government to allow 
humanitarian assistance may demonstrate a deliberate use of starvation as a 
method of warfare, which constitutes a war crime.    

The conflict in South Sudan has also had an impact on civilians living in Southern 
Kordofan. Many previously sought refuge in Yida camp in South Sudan but with the 
ongoing conflict and the obstruction of major roads, displaced civilians remain 
trapped in Southern Kordofan. In addition, civilians who previously went to major 
towns in Unity State, South Sudan, to replenish with goods before the start of the 
rainy season, were unable to do so this year due to the destruction of those towns. 

The Government of Sudan continues to obstruct humanitarian access to areas 
controlled by the SPLA-N leaving thousands of civilians in dire need of support. 
Both parties to the conflict have the obligation under international law to facilitate 
humanitarian access, and civilians’ rights to access basic goods and services.                                              
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NEGOTIATIONS AT A DEADLOCK 
Efforts by the international community, in particular the UN Security Council and 
the African Union Peace and Security Council, to convince the Government of 
Sudan and the SPLM-N to reach an agreement, which inter alia would allow for 
independent and impartial humanitarian access to SPLA-N controlled areas have 
been ineffective.  

Shortly after the start of the conflict in June 2011, the Sudanese government 
explicitly pegged the delivery of humanitarian assistance to areas held by the SPLA-
N, to a ceasefire with the SPLA-N. They insisted that the government “will not 
accept that the rebels benefit from humanitarian assistance to the civilians.”29A 
'Tripartite Proposal’ on humanitarian access was put forward by the African Union 
(AU), the United Nations (UN) and the League of Arab States in February 2012, 
and accepted by the SPLM-N.30 On 4 and 5 August 2012, the Sudanese 
government and the SPLM-N signed separate memoranda of understanding with the 
tripartite partners, thus formalizing their adhesion to the agreement. 31 The 
agreement expired in November 2012. At the time of writing, despite several 
rounds of negotiations between both parties, further agreement on the modalities of 
humanitarian assistance between the Government of Sudan and the SPLM-N has 
not been reached.  

Several rounds of negotiations took place in February, March and April of this year 
under the auspices of the African Union High-Level Implementation Panel (AUHIP) 
but were met with several obstacles. In particular, the SPLM-N has insisted on 
using a comprehensive approach and address the root causes of the conflict while 
the Government of Sudan has wanted to limit the scope of the negotiations to the 
“Two Areas” –Southern Kordofan and Blue Nile states. In the latest round of 
negotiations in April 2014, former South African President and Head of the AUHIP 
Thabo Mbeki announced that he will visit the conflict-affected areas of Southern 
Kordofan and Blue Nile. Amnesty International welcomes the decision of Thabo 
Mbeki to visit the Two Areas and assess the situation first-hand, including the 
impact of the conflict on civilians and the absence of humanitarian access to SPLA-
N controlled areas.  
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
With a deadlock in negotiations between the Government of Sudan and the SPLM-
N, prospects for resolving the conflict in Southern Kordofan are at an impasse. At 
the same time, the fighting continues as operation ‘Decisive Summer’ is 
implemented, with new violations of international human rights and humanitarian 
law perpetrated every day. Amnesty International is concerned that three years since 
the start of the conflict the situation has not improved. The Government of Sudan 
continues to blatantly disregard its obligations under international human rights and 
humanitarian law by bombing civilians and civilian objects, and denying access to 
international humanitarian organizations, leaving hundreds of thousands on the 
verge of a catastrophic humanitarian situation.  

Amnesty international reiterates its calls:  
 
TO THE GOVERNMENT OF SUDAN:  

 Immediately cease all violations of international humanitarian and human rights law in 

Southern Kordofan and Blue Nile including indiscriminate aerial bombardments and ground 

attacks in civilian areas, and deliberate attacks against civilians and civilian objects.  

 Take all necessary precautions in all attacks in order to protect civilians, including by 

warning civilians of impending attacks on military objectives;  

 Grant immediate and unhindered access to UN agencies and international humanitarian 

organizations to all areas of Southern Kordofan and Blue Nile to facilitate the urgent 

provision of all necessary assistance to civilians affected by the conflict, including food, 

shelter and medical care;  

 Initiate prompt, effective and impartial investigations into violations of international 

human rights and humanitarian law and bring those suspected of criminal responsibility to 

justice before ordinary civilian courts in fair trials, without the death penalty.  

TO THE UN SECURITY COUNCIL AND AU PEACE AND SECURITY COUNCIL:  

 Demand an immediate end to indiscriminate aerial bombardments and other violations 

of international humanitarian law by the Government of Sudan in Southern Kordofan and 

Blue Nile;  

 

 Urgently press the Government of Sudan to allow humanitarian organizations and 

independent human rights monitors immediate and unhindered access to both Southern 

Kordofan and Blue Nile;  

 Establish an independent commission of inquiry to investigate the serious violations of 

international humanitarian and human rights law committed in the territory of Southern 

Kordofan and Blue Nile states since June 2011. 
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