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allowed to return, even if they had family on the other side of the border, 
but Habbaniya, Fellata and Rizeigat cattle-keepers had access. The ‘Brock 
Line’, running west-north-west from Kafia Kingi town, was established 
in 1931 as the grazing limit for Baggara groups crossing into the district 
(DP.R SCR 66-B-44).

The British were unable to police the boundary, and instead reviewed 
it at regular meetings between the two provinces, which were usually 
held at the border town of Safaha, to the east, in what is now Northern 
Bahr al-Ghazal state. They considered, and postponed decisions on 
proposals to:

(1934) move the boundary southwards to 9°45’, the latitude of •	

Hofrat al-Nahas, bringing most of the south bank of the river into 
Darfur;

(1934) build a road to Darfur so the Binga and Kara people could •	

return to the enclave;

(1939) repopulate the area with Awlad Arab, Mandala, or Kresh, •	

because the lack of cultivation meant that the tsetse area was 
increasing, with economic consequences for cattle-keepers in 
Darfur;

(1950s) repopulate the area with Awlad Arab, keeping it as part •	

of Bahr al-Ghazal, but ‘run[ning] it largely in Darfur’s grazing 
interests’ (SAD/815/7/12).

In 1941, the Munro–Wheatley agreement was amended, extending grazing 
rights by one day’s travel south of the Brock Line at the start of the rains. 
The Brock Line also became the hunting boundary for the area to the 
east of Kafia Kingi (westwards, hunters could go to the FEA boundary) 
(SAD/815/7/10–11). The British began to relax restrictions on groups with 
links to Kafia Kingi wanting to move back there from the Umbelacha 
River. In 1951, Binga chief Mbanga Sheme wrote to British officials asking 
if the Binga people in Darfur could be allowed to resettle Kafia Kingi, 
complaining of oppressive taxation from the Habbaniya chief. British 
officials threatened to burn out any spontaneous returnees from Kafia 
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Kingi, but said that they would discuss the matter at the annual inter-
province meeting.51 

Administration of this border still required regular local negotiation 
over access rights, partly because it was too remote to police. But there 
was no change to the administrative border running along the Umbelacha 
in the British period. This only happened in 1960, when a presidential 
decree moved the boundary so that it ran down the Rikki River, creating 
the Kafia Kingi enclave.

Transfer of the Kafia Kingi enclave to the north, and the 
promise to return it, 1960–89

At this point the documentary record available for this study changes 
from being too copious to summarize to being almost non-existent. 
The decision to transfer the Kafia Kingi enclave to Darfur was taken by 
a military government under President Ibrahim Abboud. The govern-
ment took power in 1958 partly in order to pre-empt a move to federalize 
Sudan, which would have given autonomy to Southern Sudan, then 
drifting towards war. People in Raga privately opposed the change to 
the boundary, but opportunities for protest were limited under the new 
authoritarian regime.52 The reasons for the change may have been admin-
istrative: British personnel in Bahr al-Ghazal had frequently considered 
transferring to Darfur the town of Kafia Kingi or its surrounding area 
because of the cost of administering the remote region. British personnel 
in Darfur generally refused the offer, but Charles Julu, the governor of 
Western Bahr al-Ghazal, gave a speech at a 1985 border meeting stating 
that the 1960 change was an administrative response to the region’s 

51	 Letter from Sultan Mbange Sheme to D.C. Mr. R.C.S. MacPhail, Menamba, 12th May 
1951, attached to WD/66-A-20/24 (RAGA). 
52	 Interview with Muhammad Wadatallah, parliamentarian and Bahr al-Ghazal state 
commissioner on the Border Commission, April 2010.
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remoteness.53 Other depopulated border areas—such as Timsah and Ere, 
ancestral home of the Kaligi-speaking Feroghe group that lie near the 
border, due east of the enclave—were not transferred to Darfur. 

Twelve years after the Abboud regime’s decision to transfer the Kafia 
Kingi enclave to Darfur, a new Khartoum government committed itself 
to a return to the 1956 borders, a commitment requiring the return of 
the enclave to Bahr al-Ghazal. That promise was to be repeated several 
times over the next four decades, but in practice no change was ever 
made (see Figure 5).

The first civil war between Southern Sudan and the Khartoum govern-
ment began between 1955 and 1962, and lasted through Abboud’s military 
regime (1958–64) and the parliamentary period (1964–69) that followed. 
The war ended in 1972 with the Addis Ababa peace agreement between 
the rebels and the new military regime of President Gaafar Nimeiri 
(1969–83). The Addis agreement was the first of three peace agreements 
between the Sudanese government and armed groups linked to rebellions 
in Southern Sudan requiring a return to the 1956 borders (GoS et al., 1972, 
Article 3.iii). Raga and Wau people called for the enclave’s return in a 1974 
note to a government committee on internal borders (Committee For the 
Redivision of the Southern Provinces, nd, section 2, p. 38). 

The implementation mechanisms for the Addis agreement were not 
as carefully scheduled as those of the CPA and no legislative measure 
was taken to return the Kafia Kingi enclave until a political crisis in 1980. 
A Regional Government bill for northern Sudan reached the National 
Assembly, to which was appended a map delineating five new regions in 
the north. According to one contemporary report:

[The map] indicated obvious and even deliberate 
encroachments upon territories that were ostensibly part 
of the Southern Region. The areas affected were Kafia Kingi 

53	 ‘Speech of Lt Col Charles Julu Kyopo, secretary of the Sudan Socialist Union and 
Commissioner of the province of Western Bahr al-Ghazal, at the Safaha conference, 15 
Jan 1985’. Unclassified photocopy provided by the Steering Committee of Kafia Kingi, 
Khartoum, April 2010.
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Figure 5.  
Post-independence governments and border decisions

Date	 Government	 Wars and borders

1956–58	 Parliamentary regime, 	 Inconclusive discussions about southern 
	 Prime Ministers Ismail 	 federalism, no change to 1956 border 
	 al-Azhari and Abdalla Khalil	

1956–64	 Military government, 	 (1960) Kafia Kingi enclave moved from 
	 President Ibrahim Abboud	 Bahr al-Ghazal to Darfur; (1963) Anyanya 
		�  rebellion in south, begins operations 

in Raga county; (1964) Anyanya Bahr 
al-Ghazal command established, attacks 
Wau

1964	 Professionals Front, 	 Inconclusive attempts to end Anyanya 
	 Prime Minister Sir al-Khatim 	 rebellion 
	 al-Khalifa

1964–69	 Second parliamentary period, 	 Intensification of war in south after 
	 Prime Ministers M.A. 	 failure of peace talks; beginnings of 
	 Mahgoub and Sadig al-Mahdi	 abolition of Native Administration

1969–85	 Military government, 	 (1972) Addis Ababa agreement between 
	 President Gaafar Nimeiri 	 government and Anyanya with 
	 (Sudan Socialist Union)	� commitment to return to 1956 borders 

between north and south; (1973) Southern 
Regional Government; 1970s abolition of 
Native Administration; (1979 or 1980 or 
1982) Radom National Park established as 
a UNESCO Biosphere reserve; (1980–81) 
provincial reorganization fails to return 
Kafia Kingi to south; (1983) Regional 
Government dissolved, SPLM begins new 
rebellion in south

cont’d overleaf
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1985–86	 Transitional military 	 (1985) Prime Minister Dafalla offers to 
	 government, President 	 rehabilitate the 1972 Addis Ababa 
	 Suwar al-Dahab	� agreement, which recognizes 1956 border; 

(1985) first SPLA attack on Raga

1986–89	 Third parliamentary period, 	 Intensification of war in south; partial 
	 Prime Minister Sadig al-	 restoration of Native Administration;  
	 Mahdi	 (1986–87) SPLA attacks on Raga

1989–2004	 Ingaz or National Salvation 	 Intensification of war in south; explicit 
	 Revolution, President 	 Islamization of war; (1991) SPLA attempt 
	 Omar al-Bashir; from 1997 	 to invade Darfur through Raga; (1991–94)  
	 led by the new National 	 reorganization of Native Administration 
	 Congress Party (NCP)	� and of provinces/states; (1995) reserved 

area of Radom National Park extended; 
(1997) Khartoum Peace Agreement with 
commitment to return to 1956 borders; 
(2001) SPLA capture Raga for duration 
of rainy season; (2003) war in Darfur; 
(2004) CPA Protocol on Power Sharing 
with commitment to return to 1956 
borders

2005–	 NCP–SPLM Government of 	 (2005) Ceasefire in south; technical 
present	 National Unity 	� committee for border demarcation 

established; (2006) technical committee 
begins work

Source: author.
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and the copper-rich Hofrat El Nahas areas in Bahr El Ghazal, 
Bentiu, where oil production was planned, and the disputed 
ethnically and culturally mixed border area of Renk in Upper 
Nile Province (Badal, 1986, p. 144).

The Council of Ministers passed the bill to the Assembly without seeing 
the appended map, and southern politicians protested that it consti-
tuted a violation of the Addis Ababa peace agreement. In response, the 
president signed a decree on 31 December 1980 acknowledging that the 
borders between the Southern Region and the north should remain as 
they were at independence in 1956 (Badal, 1986, p. 146–51). 

President Nimeiri had introduced the bill in response to a political 
crisis discussed in Chapter 9 below—reshuffling internal borders was 
intended to help him reshuffle alliances. But in reality he did not want his 
decree ordering the return of the enclave to the south to be implemented. 
Habbaniya groups petitioned him to keep the Kafia Kingi enclave in 
Darfur as they used it for hunting—reportedly they told the president 
that ‘we will sell our cows and buy arms and protect it’.54 Nimeiri gave 
Ahmed Diraige, the newly-appointed governor of Darfur, the task of 
stalling the implementation of the presidential decree.55 In the south, 
the Higher Executive Council (HEC, the semi-autonomous regional 
government) established a committee under a former governor of Bahr 
al-Ghazal, Isaiah Kulang, to oversee the enclave’s handover in early 1981. 
Protests in several Darfur towns erupted as the HEC committee arrived 
in Nyala, where court buildings were set on fire. The committee arrived, 
left immediately, and the handover was indefinitely postponed.56 

Between 1979 and 1983 part of the Kafia Kingi enclave was declared 
a national park and recognized by UNESCO as a Biosphere Reserve 

54	 Interview with Ahmed Diraige, governor of Darfur 1980–83, October 2009.
55	 Interview with Ahmed Diraige, governor of Darfur 1980–83, October 2009.
56	 Interview with Ali Tamim Fartak, presidential adviser, former federal minister and 
former governor of Bahr al-Ghazal; member in 1981 of the HEC committee, May 2010.
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(different dates and areas of reservation are given by different sources).57 
Mining companies returned to Hofrat al-Nahas about this time too.58 It 
is not clear why the government decided on a policy that underlined the 
enclave’s remoteness and isolation just as it was being contested. ‘At the 
time I never had it in mind that this was about the border,’ said Yusuf 
Takana, then the minister of agriculture for Southern Darfur province, 
who was involved in decisions about the appointment of game police.59

In spite of disagreements about the return of Kafia Kingi to the south, 
annual meetings between Bahr al-Ghazal and Darfur officials at the 
border town of Safaha continued. These had been instituted in British 
times and they continued during the first civil war until the early 1980s.60 
They were usually held in February or March:  

The discussion would cover organization of pastures, 
resolution of disputes and tribal fights, collision between 
tribes in pastures, establishing good relations between tribal 
leaders, whether there is a problem. They meet for five days, 
slaughter rams, eat together, dance. All tribal leaders and 
administrators including the governor, who at that time was 
called commissioner.61

These meetings ended shortly after the war that followed the SPLM/A’s 
1983 rebellion against the Nimeiri government in Khartoum, after 
Nimeiri abrogated the Addis Ababa peace deal. The rebellion and a linked 
economic crisis soon led to the downfall of Nimeiri’s regime, but the 
question of the Kafia Kingi enclave and the wider border did not receive 

57	 UNESCO (2007) gives the date as 1979; Yusuf Takana, then minister of agriculture for 
South Darfur province, gives the date as 1982, interview, 5 May 2010. See also extracts of a 
report in Arabic on the drugs trade in Radom Biosphere Reserve, see footnote 4.
58	 Interview with retired miner, April 2010.
59	 Interview with Yusuf Takana, former federal minister of international cooperation and 
former Darfur commissioner, Khartoum, May 2010.
60	 Interview with Njagulgule chief Muhammad Ahmed Madibbo, Raga, March 2010.
61	 Interview with Ali Tamim Fartak, Presidential adviser, former federal minister and 
former governor of Bahr al-Ghazal, May 2010.
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much attention from the transitional regime and the parliamentary 
regime that replaced it.

Developments since 1989

The parliamentary regime lasted four years, until it was overthrown in a 
1989 military coup led by current president Omar al-Bashir. One aim of 
the coup was to intensify the war against the southern rebels. Discus-
sion of the north–south border and the Kafia Kingi enclave was excluded 
by war. In 1995, the Bashir government extended the reserved area of 
the Radom National Park to its current extent, of about 12,500 km2, 
displacing the population of its westernmost villages. Hunting, fishing 
and the use of agricultural equipment and even flour mills was banned, 
further isolating and depopulating the area.62 

In the mid-1990s, the government became more involved in peace 
negotiations with southern armed groups. Several groups with origins 
in the SPLM rebellion had been become government allies, and in 1997 
the government concluded the Khartoum Peace Agreement (KPA) with 
them. The KPA created the Coordinating Council of Southern States 
within the 1956 borders—which would require the return of the enclave 
to Bahr al-Ghazal. The 2005 CPA also acknowledged the 1956 borders 
as the borders of the autonomous southern region, and established a 
technical commission for border demarcation (GoS et al., 1997, Chapter 
1; GoS and SPLM, 2005, Protocol on Power Sharing, Article 3.5).

The 198o decree returning the enclave to Southern Sudan caused 
protests in Darfur. In 2010, the governor of South Darfur, Abd al-Hamid 
Musa Kasha made several statements pressing the case for Darfurian 
ownership of Hofrat al-Nahas.63 By late 2010, the two parties to the CPA 
had failed to agree on the border, and governor Kasha’s statements may be 

62	 Interviews with residents of the Kafia Kingi enclave, March 2010; interviews with 
members of the Steering Committee of Kafia Kingi, a Khartoum-based group of citizens 
of the area seeking its return to Southern Sudan, April–May 2010.
63	 Sudan Radio Service (2010); Abd al-Azim (2010).
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an indication that the ownership of Kafia Kingi was still in contention. 
Before the Anglo-Egyptian era, there was no clear delineation of the 

southern border of Darfur, whose sphere of influence probably ended not 
very far south of the Umbelacha River and Bahr al-Arab/Kiir River. In 
the twentieth century, the Darfur sultanate claimed that Hofrat al-Nahas 
belonged to Darfur, but the sultan’s intention to fly Condominium flags 
there probably means that he viewed it as a border station—the sultan’s 
claim may imply that he recognized the rest of the enclave as another 
sphere. The British rejected the sultan’s claim to Hofrat al-Nahas and 
by extension any claim to the rest of the enclave. The Anglo-Egyptian 
regime was the first to delineate the border in Bahr al-Ghazal: the line 
ran along the Umbelacha and Bahr al-Arab/Kiir River. A 1930 decision 
to create a cultural boundary along the political border complicated 
the situation, creating an enclave around Kafia Kingi that was empty 
of people, rich in minerals and easily tradeable. It was transferred to 
Darfur in 1960, probably for administrative reasons. But subsequent 
governments in Khartoum have all signed peace agreements requiring 
its return to the south, and in its submission to the PCA in The Hague, 
the present government implicitly acknowledged this.
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7. 	 Border economies and the social 
meaning of roads, 1930–2010 

The 1930–46 Southern Policy provoked some British administrators to 
write threatening letters to merchants in Raga town about Arab-style 
male dress. Such preoccupation with the organization of cultural symbols 
obscured the bigger historical shift that was taking place at the time. 
The extension of state reach brought about by roads and motorized 
vehicles, which drew formerly swiddening populations into tax systems 
and into markets for labour and grain, not always to their advantage. 
Road building was a key part of this process: people in the far west of 
Bahr al-Ghazal who had lived in river valleys were brought to villages 
along a road built largely by their own labour. Local chiefs were able to 
facilitate the provision of new services such as modern education, but 
they also became gang masters for construction labour and tax collec-
tors for the newly settled population. In a subsistence society, poll taxes 
created a need for cash. Forced or tax labour was one way to pay off the 
poll tax; labour migration within Bahr al-Ghazal and beyond was another 
response to the cash demands that roads brought. Migration changed 
relationships within families and helped to spread small language groups 
across Sudan. 

The roads from Raga had wide social meanings: the migrations that 
started on them tell a different story from the isolating cultural project of 
the Southern Policy. Roads also had economic meaning, but these were 
undermined by the Southern Policy’s creation of cultural barriers, which 
held back the development of commercial relationships. The policy was 
an example of the contradictions of colonialism, whose principal aim was 
to increase or control the productivity of peripheral areas by bringing 
global market pressures to bear on every corner of Sudan. But political 
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considerations—the need to prevent the development of national feeling 
by promoting local political communities and cultures—sometimes 
trumped economic development. 

The roads from Raga were built after 1930 during a lull in the many 
wars that have been waged in Bahr al-Ghazal since the 1850s. Their 
military use may not have been readily apparent at the time of their 
construction but became evident when the lull ended, around the time 
of Sudan’s independence in 1956. Although the roads were built after the 
violent pacification of Southern Sudan was completed, their construction 
was nonetheless a coercive process: state violence was at the centre of 
the economic development of Western Bahr al-Ghazal, which followed 
the building of the roads. Settling displaced populations along these 
roads, disciplining them as a labour force, and integrating them into a 
cash economy all required state violence to succeed. 

Economic development, social change and state coercion were inter-
connected processes that helped the central Sudanese state shape its 
periphery. This chapter seeks to illustrate those interconnections by 
looking at roads in Raga county. This aspect of Raga’s history provides 
a comparison for analyzing the construction and neglect of roads in 
Darfur, which helped make Darfur a separate peripheral region of the 
same state centre.

A new kind of economy in Bahr al-Ghazal

In 1930, before it was burnt to the ground by a British assistant district 
commissioner, Kafia Kingi town had a small market with 24 traders from 
northern Sudan (CS/16-B.1/4, p. 20). A track connecting it to Radom in 
South Darfur was the main trade route north, carrying modest exports 
(beeswax, chillies, sesame oil) to northern markets. Closure of the Kafia 
Kingi town and its market meant the abandonment of plans for a road 
linking Raga to Darfur, an economic loss to a government that partially 
justified the closure on the basis of financial considerations (B.G.P. 16.B.2). 
It was more than a loss of tax revenue: Kafia Kingi had a population that 
spread market disciplines and demand in an area where money was little 
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used, and prices were controlled by chiefs and commissioners. People 
were being pushed towards market labour because they needed cash to 
pay the district’s taxes, which were amongst the highest in Sudan at 
the time (SAD/710/65). In 1939, annual taxes in Raga were 20 piastres, 
and in Radom they were five: many people in Raga were sent to prison 
where they could work for one piastre a day to pay them off (unskilled 
labour outside prison was worth 1½ piastres a day) (No. 66 A 20/21). One 
governor of Darfur attributed the refusal of Kara and Binga people to leave 
Darfur to the labour system of the south, which had more in common 
with French and Belgian forced labour than the poll taxes of Darfur: 

[Binga people] were, before the [Kafia Kingi] reorganization, 
wild and difficult to administer and very averse to being 
settled on roads. Their refusal to return is, I think, due rather 
to their dislike of the system of taxed labour current in the 
Bahr el Ghazal and not in Darfur, than to Southern Policy, 
intermarriage with the Taaisha, and their attachment to their 
traditional homes (B.G.P./SCR/8-A-3).

Southern Policy in Western district (the present day Western Bahr 
al-Ghazal State) was implemented by settling the entire population of the 
district along a road from Wau to Boro Medina, a town near the border 
with FEA. The roads around Raga existed before the British arrived—
Zubeir Pasha used one of them in his invasion of Darfur. But until the 
1930s, they were tracks: porters provided the transportation services for 
many state projects. In 1939, the British planned to liquidate the colony 
of porters outside Wau who had provided these services (SAD/710/22). 

The aim of the road from Wau to Boro Medina was administrative and 
cultural rather than economic. It did not improve access to markets, even 
though the British neo-primordialist approach needed cash to work. The 
British ended up generating this cash through forced road labour in the 
village, and aimed to suppress labour migration (migrants were called 
‘runaways’) in order to maintain ‘self-contained racial or tribal units’ 
(Beshir, 1968, p. 115). These contradictions ensured the policy was short-
lived, even though it created new demands for labour and a few bush 
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shops in two decades of authoritarian peace. Roads were maintained 
by local people, under the chief ’s direction, and nearly all the road was 
populated: something of an achievement in a region that had suffered so 
much from deliberate depopulation. 

By 1946, restrictions on travel north had been lifted and trade increased. 
After independence, the cash economy began to take off. A daughter of 
the Aja chief married with a bridewealth of just three piastres in 1959: 
other elements of the bridewealth such as hoes and labour donations 
were still more important then.64 But in the 1960s, Raga began to export 
sorghum, sesame, groundnuts and cassava on the road running east to 
Aweil, a largely Dinka town in the flood plain. (In the 1940s, the govern-
ment and the missionaries in Raga had to import grain from Aweil.)65 
Marriage became more monetized—by the late 1960s, a Raga merchant 
paid SDP 100 for a bridewealth.66 The expansion of roads, villages and 
small towns were changing the face of society.

Independence and new wars in the south

Until 1960, the main route from northern Sudan to Wau was one that 
dated back to the days of the Khartoum slave trade: it involved a steamer 
to the White Nile port of Mashra al-Rekk, then overland to Wau. In 
1960, the newly independent Republic of Sudan built railways to Wau 
and Nyala, connecting South Darfur and Western Bahr al-Ghazal to 
Khartoum’s infrastructure. Raga’s road links to the railhead at Wau may 
have become more economically important.67 But within a few years, a 
civil war in the south had begun, linked to the problems of incorporating 

64	 Interview with El Nur Fadul, Aja chief, Raga, March 2010.
65	 Interview with Arkangelo Musa Albino, NCP president and former commissioner of 
Raga county 2000–05, Raga, March 2010; SAD/529/1/5.
66	 Interview with Tahir Juma, deputy NCP president, Western Bahr al-Ghazal, March 
2010. 
67	 Interview with Ali Tamim Fartak, presidential adviser, former federal minister and 
former governor of Bahr al-Ghazal, Khartoum, April 2010; Interview with Camillo Kamin 
Sharf al-Din, former Anyanya commander, Raga, March 2010.



	 border economies and the social meaning of roads	 89

Sudan’s most underdeveloped and diverse periphery into a centralized 
state. The war reached Raga county around 1963, and is discussed further 
in the next chapter. 

During the wars of the nineteenth century and violent displacements 
of the 1930s, people would sometimes choose to retreat to the forest, the 
headwaters of a seasonal river, or even cross the watershed from or into 
the Nile basin. But the road seems to have changed things: in the wars 
of the 1960s, only a few people fled to the forest or over the watershed 
to the Central African Republic, which attained independence in 1960. 
Most used the roads to flee to towns—or the army forced them to move 
to towns, in order to deprive the rebels of popular support.68 Like the 
Southern Policy for the British, the civil war was extremely effective for 
helping the Sudanese state attain its goals for the population of Raga 
county. Southern Policy had moved everyone to the road: the Sudanese 
Army countered the rebellion by moving everyone to the town. Inter-
viewees described the process not as nuzuh (displacement, a word which 
also connotes wandering) but as tahjir, the forced migration of groups 
(the same word describing the Mahdist policy of moving whole tribes 
to the national capital). In a country with more than one word for war 
displacement, the choice of the word stressing the agency of the state 
is important. 

The traumatic urbanization caused by the war that began in the early 
1960s had wide cultural effects. In interviews in 2010, it was one of 
the most remembered social changes for Raga people. The war brought 
people from many different language groups with traditions of intermar-
riage to Raga. The use of Arabic as a domestic lingua franca became more 
widespread, and some languages began to die.  

The road that had been populated almost all the way from Boro Medina 
to Wau was now empty, and most residents did not return when peace 
came in 1972. Yulu people, from a village called Deim Jallab, west of Raga, 
fled their village in 1965 and about 800 people returned after 2002, at 

68	 Interview with Arkangelo Musa Albino, NCP president and former Commissioner of 
Raga county, 2000–05, Raga, March 2010.
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the behest of their chief, Hasan Ngere Sibian. Preservation of the Yulu 
language was a motivation for the return, and Yulu singing groups still 
sing songs about their return at celebrations. Aja people fled to Raga 
from Kparakpara, about 20 miles to the west of the town, and they never 
returned.69 

After the 1972 peace deal: a new road north of Raga

The 1972 Addis Ababa Agreement gave Southern Sudan almost a decade 
of peace. In Raga, some people tried to reverse the displacements of the 
1930s, which brought about the development of some new roads north. 
In the nineteenth century, many Feroghe and Bahr al-Ghazal Rizeigat 
groups had lived south of the border with Darfur, including in the areas 
around the settlement of Timsah beside two mountains, Jebel Ere and 
Tembeli. After the Mahdiya, they gradually moved southwards to Raga; 
but in the late 1960s, some decided to go back to their old area, where 
farming was good (Santandrea, 1964, p. 145). Timsah is nearer to South 
Darfur towns like El Daein than it is to Wau, and the links made by 
Feroghe and Bahr al-Gazal Rizeigat returning there helped orient Raga 
county towards northern markets and peoples. 

The road from Raga to Timsah was the same road that Zubeir Pasha had 
used to invade Darfur in 1874. It had fallen into disuse in the twentieth 
century, and in the first civil war the Khartoum government army was 
more likely to use the old Kafia Kingi road, which was the long lorry 
route north until the 1980s.70 The impetus for building a new road to 
Timsah came from a new war—the SPLM rebellion, which started in 
1983. In 1984, the SPLA blew up the rail bridge over the Lol river, on the 
line connecting Wau with the north. Although the bridge was repaired, 

69	 Interview with Hassan Ngere Sibian, Yulu chief, Raga, 4 March 2010; translation of 
Yulu song performed by Yulu singing group on the occasion of the visit of the president 
of the republic to Raga, 15 March 2010; interview with El Nur Fadul, Aja chief, Raga, 7 
March 2010.
70	 Interview with people on the Raga–Boro Medina road that once led to Kafia Kingi, 
March 2010.
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and the railway line held (using exceptionally brutal counter-insurgency 
tactics), the attack had demonstrated Wau’s vulnerability to the southern 
rebels.71 Ali Tamim, then governor of Bahr al-Ghazal and a member of 
the Feroghe leading family (on the government’s side), supported efforts 
to improve the road from Raga to Timsah. According to some intervie-
wees, certain figures in the central government opposed the upgrading of 
Zubeir’s road, which had once wrought such dramatic transformations 
on Sudanese history.72 

But Raga groups, with the support of Feroghe notables and govern-
ment officials such as Ali Tamim, were able to build the road themselves. 
Al-Tom al-Nur, a private contractor and official of the Sudan Socialist 
Union (SSU), was also involved. His father was Ndogo, a small Fertit 
group living to the west of Raga town, and had travelled to Kordofan and 
married his mother, from the Misseriya group of Baggara pastoralists 
there. In 1984, al-Tom al-Nur, now a Khartoum-based political opponent 
of the SPLA and major general in the SAF, was setting up the Peace 
Forces, a pro-Khartoum militia force that held Raga county and its roads 
for the government for almost the entire duration of the subsequent 
war. With the backing of Ali Tamim, al-Tom al-Nur persuaded Indiri, 
Feroghe and Shatt chiefs to provide him with free labour. Workers from 
these tribes took part in a project that may have reminded older people 
of British labour mobilization. No mechanical implements were used 
and the road remains a rough one—it takes a lorry more than a day to 
get from Raga to Timsah, a distance of 90 miles. 

Roads during the 1983–2005 civil war and after the CPA

The Timsah road was subsequently extended up to El Daein, a town in 

71	 Interview with Mark Nyipuoc, SPLA lieutenant-general and governor of Western Bahr 
al-Ghazal state from 2006–09, March 2010; interview with Ali Tamim Fartak, presidential 
adviser, former federal minister and former governor of Bahr al-Ghazal, Khartoum, April 
2010.
72	 Interview, name and place withheld, March 2010.
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South Darfur associated with the leading family of the Rizeigat Baggara 
group, and it became the main supply route for the government in western 
areas of the war-torn south. Al-Tom al-Nur’s Peace Forces militia was 
financed by protection levies on the convoys of lorries driven by Darfurian 
and Kordofanian men that formed at Raga to travel to Wau—50 or even 
100 at a time. The road was expanded as traffic increased and the market 
in Raga town was upgraded.73 Lorries supplied garrisons and towns and 
sometimes took loads of cassava, sweet potato, sesame, groundnuts, 
teak and mahogany back to the north.74 The road was called ‘the lifeline’ 
because of its strategic importance to the government’s war in Bahr 
al-Ghazal and the market access it provided. The Peace Forces held the 
road for almost the entire duration of the war. Al-Tom al-Nur recalls 
certain opposition to the road as it crossed the cultural and ecological 
borderlines in Raga county, but also the possibilities it brought: 

Lawrence Wol Wol was the governor of Wau. He wrote an 
angry letter because I was bringing Islam to Wau. But six 
months later there was a famine in Wau, 80 lorries arrived.75 

When wars aligned local interests with those of central government 
groups in the periphery were able to undertake self-resourced initiatives 
such as the Raga–Timsah road. War brought wealth along the road: the 
development tax on goods, levied on lorry cargoes, became the main 
source of revenue for local government.76 During wartime, Raga enjoyed 
a boom: a small town on a vital supply route, it could have 50 lorries 
parked in its market at any one time. But peace brought an end to this 
economic growth and today just ten lorries in the market square would 

73	 Interview with Abd al-Hamid Hassan Gayli, chair of Raga Chamber of Commerce 
2007–10, March 2010.
74	 Interview with al-Tom al-Nur, SAF major general and leader of the Peace Forces 
militia, 1984–2006, May 2010.
75	 Interview with al-Tom al-Nur, SAF major general and leader of the Peace Forces 
militia, 1984–2006, May 2010.
76	 Interview with Joseph Valentino, director of taxation, Raga county, March 2010.
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area where, previously, cultivation had been a low-status, subsistence 
niche. Farming was historically associated with slavery—a link quietly 
perpetuated by Anglo-Egyptian officials in Darfur in the name of social 
order. The slaves had mostly come from Bahr al-Ghazal and had been 
slowly incorporated into Baggara society (some manumission warrants 
were dated in the 1950s) (Hargey, 1999, pp. 254–61).81 By contrast, from 
the 1960s, farming took on a new meaning as more productive farms 
provided an entry into the cash economy and into socially important 
networks (Adams, 1982, pp. 263ff). ‘This is when slaves became masters,’ 
says Yusuf Takana, an academic and former cabinet minister who is a 
member of a leading Buram family.82 

While cash agriculture changed occupational hierarchies other devel-
opments were also transforming the region. A series of droughts from the 
late 1960s precipitated migration from North to South Darfur, especially 
amongst Zaghawa groups, whose livelihoods were based around camel-
herding and cultivation. In 1973, the president issued a decree supporting 
the move of Zaghawa groups from drought-affected North Darfur to 
South Darfur. The moves were encouraged by some Zaghawa leaderships 
(de Waal, 1989, pp. 91ff).83 Many of them moved to the goz soils of South 
Darfur, which had become much more suitable for cash agriculture with 
the introduction of boreholes (widely introduced in the modernization 
schemes of the 1970s) (de Waal, 1989, p. 102). The empty lands north of 
the Kafia Kingi enclave had acquired new value, and their population a 
new ethnic diversity.84 

Increased land values and social diversity worked well for everyone 
at first, but eventually they contributed to land disputes that are impli-
cated in the current civil war in Darfur, which began in 2003. Another 

81	 And interview with member of a leading Habbaniya family.
82	 Interview with Yusuf Takana, former federal minister of international cooperation and 
former Darfur commissioner, Khartoum, May 2010.
83	 Interview with Mohamed Ali, Nyala citizen. 
84	 Interview with Yusuf Takana, former federal minister of international cooperation and 
former Darfur commissioner, Khartoum, May 2010.
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factor behind this civil war, discussed further in Chapter 10, is the lack 
of development in the area, which led to the emergence of Darfurian 
regionalist movements, such as the Darfur Development Front, as far 
back as the 1960s. In the 1970s, agricultural modernization plans aimed at 
addressing Darfur’s economic underdevelopment, but African droughts 
and global economic crises in the 1970s and 1980s prevented these plans 
from becoming a reality, and Sudan drifted into a period of civil war and 
extended economic crisis. 

The promise of development in the goz lands of South Darfur was 
undermined by the outbreak of war and the cutting off of investment. 
Some groups in the area sought new economic opportunities, which 
arose from war not from agricultural expansion. The crisis of the 1970s 
and 1980s contributed to the outbreak of the second civil war, when 
some Darfurian groups, including Rizeigat Baggara elements, joined 
a ferociously predatory war economy in the flood plains of the south. 
Deployed to protect the railway line to Wau, these militias created six 
miles of scorched earth on either side of it, strategically destroying the 
Dinka cattle economy and its social base.85 Dinka people, particularly 
women and children, were abducted and used for forced labour in a 
practice echoing the nineteenth century slave trade (Jok, 2001, pp. 21ff). 
Raga was largely spared from this pillage economy, but Darfurians there 
could participate in a different war economy of convoys and hoarding. 
But neither convoys nor pillage in the south could hope to address 
Darfur’s chronic underdevelopment. Sudan’s slow recovery from the 
global financial crisis of the 1970s cut off investment to the peripheries 
for three decades (World Bank, 2003, p. 46).

The lack of a transport network in Darfur has prevented economic 
development. In 2009, the cost of transporting a Nyala sheep from Darfur 
to a ship in Port Sudan was half the sheep’s market value (World Bank, 
2009, p. 79). The Ingaz (National Salvation) government that came to 
power in a 1989 coup agreed to the construction of a Western Salvation 

85	 Interview with Mark Nyipuoc, SPLA lieutenant-general and governor of Western Bahr 
al-Ghazal state from 2006–09, March 2010.
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road that would connect Darfur with the infrastructure of the Nile valley. 
State governments of Darfur and Kordofan financed the road by selling 
their state quota of sugar, but for the past 13 years it has not progressed 
west of al-Nahud in Kordofan.86 The sugar in this story encouraged some 
unsurprisingly bitter poetry: 

We, in the West, demand asphalt.
We would swap sugar for asphalt.
Sugar is not sweeter than asphalt.
But we find neither sugar nor asphalt…
Don’t lie to us because lies look like asphalt.
For two years you promised us asphalt,
But ten years have gone and asphalt doesn’t come yet.

(Translation of poem by Abdelhamid Abbas, quoted in 
Tubiana, 2009, pp. 195–218.)

Societies that were reshaped in the twentieth century in response to 
global economic forces required a parallel investment in roads in order to 
expand their local market economies and link them into the international 
system. Where there was a lack of such infrastructural development 
people were forced to seek alternatives means of income generation. 
Predation and migration were two common strategies in the 1990s, with 
the former often seen as more lucrative—as suggested by the Arabic 
phrase nahab yawmayn wala ightirab sanatayn (two days robbery is better 
than two years of migrant labour) (Ibrahim, 2008, p. 183). 

Predation and migration are two ways to deal with such economic 
crises in the periphery. Drugs are another: by creating a trade in small 
quantities of high value goods, they allow people to circumvent the 
obstacles to market access that constrain most other livelihoods in this 
region. In the remote Kafia Kingi enclave, cut off from lorry traffic for 
half the year, drug cultivation is an important strategy. A 1994 study in 
South Darfur and Bahr al-Ghazal found that hashish cultivation began 

86	 Interview with former government official, Khartoum, October 2009.



98	 the kafia kingi enclave

in the region in the 1940s among farmers from the Runga, Bornu and 
Tunjur tribes. The first farm was in al-Muraya village, north of Radom, 
in an area settled by Awlad Arab groups from Kafia Kingi. Traders from 
El Daein, Nyala and El Obeid arrived in the 1950s and hashish cultivation 
began to spread. Local processing improved, and some villages became 
associated with this one crop. Farm sizes varied from 0.4 to 6.3 hectares, 
and while crop yields for rice, chickpeas and sesame were high, limited 
access to markets for these conventional crops increased the popularity 
of growing hashish. The 1994 study found that hashish was cultivated 
on 182 farms covering nearly 100 hectares and producing an estimated 
64,385 kg that year, valued at about SDP 26.1 billion, equivalent to USD 
47 million at that time (Mohamed et al., 1998, pp. 114–21). 

Another study was conducted in the late 1990s after the extension of 
the nature reserve in the Kafia Kingi enclave. This decision introduced 
legal restrictions on conventional agriculture and pushed people into 
honey gathering, hunting and drug cultivation. The study found that 
outside investors (most of them from Darfur) financed much of the drug 
cultivation.87 Production is mainly for local markets and has become an 
important part of commerce in some South Darfur towns. One preacher 
interviewed stated: ‘I spoke in the mosque of Abu Matarig about the 
dangers of drugs and they said, “Are you crazy? Everyone depends on 
the drugs trade.’’ ’88 

Roads and peripheries of the future 

Most of Sudan’s asphalt roads are in the northern Nile valley, the economic 
heartland of the state. The CPA required a change in the relationship 
between this centre and the periphery. It established an autonomous 

87	 In extracts of a report in Arabic on the drug trade in Radom Biosphere Reserve that 
appears to have been commissioned by the South Darfur state ministry of agriculture and 
livestock in the late 1990s, provided by an NGO official who is also a member of the NCP 
in Radom.
88	 Interview with mosque preacher, Khartoum, May 2010.
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government in the poorest region, the south, and a commission for 
state-level ministries of finance—the Fiscal and Financial Allocations 
Monitoring Commission (FFAMC)—which would set the framework 
for the investment of Khartoum resources in the periphery (Thomas, 
2009, p. 30). That commission was incorporated into subsequent peace 
agreements that were intended to bring to an end to other uprisings in 
Darfur and eastern Sudan (GoS and Eastern Front, 2006, Article 63; GoS 
et al., 2006, Articles 120–26). Investment rates in Darfur’s transportation 
are still disappointing today, while the new autonomous government 
of Southern Sudan has invested considerable resources, outperforming 
northern Sudanese and British administrations in five short rollercoaster 
years.89

New GoSS roads have transformed Bahr al-Ghazal. The road from 
Raga to Aweil was upgraded in 2008, and a new gravelled road runs from 
Muglad in Kordofan to Wau town, linking Southern Sudan to the tarred 
road network concentrated in the centre of Sudan, in the northern Nile 
valley. The contractor for the Muglad road is now building a road with 
four steel bridges from Wau to Raga.90 This all-season road has transfor-
mative potential: it will probably end the takhzin system, in which food 
is stockpiled at the end of the dry season and prices rise in towns cut off 
by river inundations, a system that turns the hunger gap before harvest 
into the highlight of the financial year. The road will draw Raga into the 
economy of the southern hinterland and away from that of Darfur and 
the Nile valley, where once it played an intermediary role. 

In the past, roads in Bahr al-Ghazal were built in the shadow of coercive 
state projects or wars. The roads built in the complex and tense CPA 
period may still have a military rationale, but this time they are being 
built by firms rather than by coerced or unpaid labour of local people. 
GoSS has contracted an exceptionally competent company, Eyat Oilfield 
Services Co., to build the road. Established in 2004, with head offices in 

89	 Investment in transport and roads made up 12.4 per cent of the 2008 Supplementary 
Budget in the south. Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning (2008, p. 5).
90	 See <http://www.eyatoil.com/RB/Projects.html#>
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Khartoum, it has succeeded in Sudan’s sticky oil services sector—GoSS 
sources complain of the links between this sector and the ruling party in 
Khartoum. Eyat’s mission statement is phrased in optimistic language 
that is internationally recognizable: 

‘Our mission is to push forward the wheel of development in Sudan by 
relentlessly executing major infrastructure and development projects.’ 
Eyat Oilfield Services Co. Ltd. was established in 2004 for the 
sole purpose of developing the country in various fields, it’s 
a 100% Sudanese owned company with the total number of 
200 employees. I’m proud to say that Eyat now stands as the 
biggest company in Sudan ‘and the second biggest in Africa’ 
in terms of Machineries & Equipments. We pride ourselves 
on daring to push the boundaries of what’s possible, in other 
words what has been accomplished by Eyat in the South 
of Sudan in terms of Roads & Bridges is nothing less than 
‘MIRACLES’ And we will continue endeavouring to develop 
our great country in every possible way… now and forever 
(Elbashier, 2010).

GoSS chose Eyat, with its quaint globalese and Khartoum connections, 
to build very sensitive roads north: in 2008, its contracts with Eyat made 
up 49 per cent of total published transport and infrastructure contracts 
(Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning, 2008, p. 22). This is a 
vivid, if unexpectedly upbeat, predictor of future economic relationships 
between GoSS and well-connected northern firms. It is also a predictor 
of future labour relations: instead of coercing local workers, the govern-
ment is paying for outsiders to come and build the south. 

This optimism and sense of change contrasts with available evidence 
about the economic future of Darfur. ‘Development of physical infra-
structure that will improve Darfur states access to their main markets as 
well as to the rest of the Sudan and neighbouring countries’ is one of the 
commitments in the 2006 Darfur Peace Agreement (DPA), which marked 
the end of hostilities between the government and one major rebel 
faction in Darfur, the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) of Minni Minnawi, 












