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Attacks on IDP Camps in Kutum Locality, North Darfur, Sudan 
Implications for Humanitarian Response and US Policy 

By Susan Burgess-Lent 
 
Kutum town and surrounding IDP camps and villages in North Darfur, Sudan were repeatedly attacked, 
looted and, in some cased, burned down during a period from August 2 - 6, 2012. These serious events 
have critical and urgent implications for humanitarian aid and for US policy in Sudan. 
 
This article contains two sections:  

1. A synopsis of news reports from Radio Dabanga and from official statements released through 
relevant organizations and ministries; 

2. An analysis and commentary by Susan Burgess-Lent, former Program Director of Darfur Peace 
and Development Organization (DPDO). From 2007 through 2011, Susan completed six missions 
to Kassab camp. During those periods of work, she developed many relationships within the camp 
that enabled an intimate understanding of the dynamics of the communities as well as the 
organizations associated with them. 

 
Synopsis of News Reports Aug 7 - 12, 2012  
 
Reported scope of attacks:   
Kutum town, Kassab IDP camp, Fata Barno IDP camp, Kabkabiya IDP camp, the villages (south-east of 
Kutum) of Kourgui, Tinger Yiai, Jmboli, Biri and Tininin  (See map) 
Perpetrators:  
From witnesses via Radio Dabanga:  Pro-government militia.   
From Kassab camp committee: The [Khartoum] government is fully responsible for the recent attacks.   
From multiple sources: Gunmen affiliated to the notorious Janjaweed militias following the assassination 
on 1 August of a local official linked to an Arab ethnic group. 
Reported Killed:  21 
Reported Injured:  estimates range from 40 to 600 
Missing:  Thousands  
Displaced: estimates range from 30,000 - 70,000  
The majority of people who fled the camps are now living in the open without any food or medicine, while 
others are crammed in houses in Kutum town. Thousands are roaming in search for shelter and food in the 
rain, without proper clothing.  
Damage: Households looted, livestock stolen, homes and community centers looted or destroyed 
(destruction particularly in Fata Barno camp); humanitarian organizations' stores of food and fuel looted. 
Community status: Schools and government institutions remain closed. Although some shops and markets 
are partially open, basic commodities are scarce or lacking and the prices of basic goods rose sharply. 
UN staff evacuated to El Fasher. 
 
Response: 
A committee of Kassab IDPs condemned UNAMID's alleged failure in protecting unarmed civilians. They 
consider the recent events a serious development of policies from the Sudanese government and its militias 
towards IDP camps and citizens of surrounding areas… a new approach to ethnic cleansing and genocide. 
They issued a statement on Thursday [Aug 9] saying that “pro-government militias had conducted serious 
crimes that violated international, humanitarian and divine laws.” The statement condemned the UN-AU 
peacekeeping mission in the region (UNAMID) for failing to act on its mandate of protecting civilians just 
as the government failed to protect them. 
 
Tahir Ismail, sheikh of the Kassab camp, told Radio Dabanga about the lack of protection of IDPs and 
citizens and problems relating to lack of food, clothing, medicine, blankets and mosquito nets. He said that 
the following organizations participated in the meeting on Wednesday [Aug 8]: OCHA, WFP, Red Cross, 
UNICEF and the WHO. He expressed his concern for UNAMID's absence, as one of its responsibilities is 
to protect IDPs. It was reported that UNAMID did not meet any of the IDP leaders since the outbreak of the 
recent atrocities. 
A camp's leader reported that during the meeting other humanitarian organizations committed to 
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rehabilitate IDPs' homes destroyed by pro-government militia. They will also provide food for the IDPs 
who fled the camp. The head of UNAMID invited IDPs to return to their homes in Kassab and Fatta Barno. 
(See Gambari below) 
An IDP leader assured Gambari and the other organizations that they will not return to Kassab and Fatta 
Barno until the provision of food and security on the ground and the rehabilitation of homes, as promised 
by them, are implemented. 
An undisclosed source from the Kassab camp said that around a thousand IDPs returned to the camp 
yesterday to check on their homes  
 
Abdul Nasser Ibrahim, head of civil society organizations in Kutum, appealed to the Sudanese Ministry of 
Justice to form a committee to investigate the recent events, to bring the perpetrators to trial as well as to 
disarm pro-government militias. He described the events as extremely dangerous and called upon 
humanitarian organizations for an immediate intervention and to help those who fled. “There is a great lack 
of food, medicine, drinking water and tents.” 
  
The Sudanese Committee for the Defense of Rights and Freedoms (SCDRF): The events that occurred last 
week in Kassab IDP camp in Kutum area of North Darfur State have created “dangerous humanitarian 
conditions requiring urgent intervention to prevent them from worsening." 
SCDRF’s monitoring coordinator, Abd Allah Adam Khatir underscored the gravity of Kutum events by 
saying they represent a national security threat and created a humanitarian situation in need of urgent 
intervention.  
 
The Head of the Ministry Committee responsible for monitoring and resolving the situation in Kutum town, 
El Fateh Abdel Aziz Abdel Nabi, said the SAF has full control of the situation. He explained the SAF 
secured all ways in and out of Kutum as well as the market and living areas. Nabi, who is also the Sudanese 
Minister of Urban Planning and Deputy Governor of North Darfur, added that the Committee's doors are 
open to Kutum citizens for inquiries and complaints. 
 
Ibrahim Gambari, the Joint Special Representative and head of the UNAMID peacekeeping mission, calls 
on the Sudanese government to investigate the attacks. UNAMID stated it sent a team to assess the 
situation and the needs of the population at the Kassab IDP camp and in Kutum. In addition, it deployed “a 
24/7 protection force “ to IDP camps to protect the population. 
Among his promises, Gambari said that centers and gates would be placed within 24 hours on Kassab and 
Fatta Barno. This will control who enters and leaves the camps and prevent that weapons are brought inside 
the areas. UNAMID said on Thursday that it began in collaboration with the World Health Organization 
(WHO), the North Darfur Ministry of Health and the Kutum Rural Hospital, the delivery of medical 
assistance to over 170 persons in Kassab camp. 
 
Tijani Sese (Sissi), President of Darfur Regional Authority in Khartoum, demands that camps' leaders work 
to secure the camps and that they participate in resolving the conflict. 
 
Analysis and Commentary 
 
My experience in Kassab derives from creating and sustaining a Center for the women in the camp. That 
Center has been looted. I’ve received word that the staff and, I assume, many of the women of the Center, 
are alive but living in miserable conditions – a reprise of the first displacement at least seven year ago. This 
event is one of my worst fears finally and terribly realized. 
 
Though I am a khwaja (white foreigner), I slowly became part of this community. In fact, I think of them as 
family. Of necessity, ordinary people in the camp will only comment anonymously on events like this, 
knowing they risk detention and/or murder if revealed. Understanding the larger issues represented by 
disparate comments is our job. My particular role is to examine the comments and behavior of the various 
parties in light of what I personally know from being there. 

The attacks have occurred during Ramadan, a time when fasting further depletes people already living on 
short rations. A perfect storm of news distractions – the US election, the debacle in Syria, the Olympics, to 
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name a few  – coupled with the Khartoum government’s denial of media access and press censorship, allow 
this horror to occur without a blip on the radar of major news media. Further, the government is adept at 
limiting and jamming cell communications. The fewer who see and know what is happening, the less likely 
is response from those who could and should be taking concrete steps to make it stop. 
 
UNAMID has a large, well-secured and well-supplied base within a couple of miles of Kassab camp. (I’ve 
been billeted there.) It’s unbelievable that they would need  “24 hours” to muster a response. One of my 
colleagues who spoke with the Kassab Women’s Center manager learned that UNAMID closed their gates 
against a rush of people fleeing the attacks. That UNAMID can manage to address the needs of only 170 of 
the estimated 600 people injured belies their own capacity to muster medical resources. The IDPs regard 
UNAMID with contempt for their inability to offer even the appearance of protection to civilians. 
Knowing that they report to Khartoum has created deep distrust – as it should.  
A symptom of the AU’s acquiescence to Khartoum was well illustrated during the planning of the AU’s 
summit in July. Joyce Banda, President of Malawi, the planned site, refused to allow Sudanese President 
Omar El Bashir into the country. She cited Malawi’s obligation, as signatory of the Rome Statute, to hand 
over indicted war criminals to the ICC. Since March 2009, Omar Bashir has been under indictment for 
crimes against humanity, war crimes and genocide in Darfur. Rather than dis-invite Bashir, the AU moved 
its summit to Addis Ababa.  Gambari and UNAMID are no friends of Darfur. 
 
The Sudanese Armed Forces' (SAF) “full control” of the area around Kutum would be cause for enormous 
anxiety; the camp population knows them as the facilitators of attacks. More alarming is the move to create 
“centers and gates” to monitor the comings and goings of the IDPs. They will see it for what it is: a system 
to gather information for “final sweep” of the camp. How could they go back to the remnants of their 
“homes” with such threatening obstacles in place? 
 
The call for an investigation is a pro forma response. In reality, there are never investigations of attacks; the 
Sudanese judiciary has seen the resignation of two judges tasked with investigating crimes in Darfur. The 
locals in Kassab know from experience with epidemic rape and murder that there will be no judicial 
recourse for the crimes committed against them. They do, however, know their rights via a UNDP-
sponsored Rule of law program administered by DPDO in Kassab camp in 2010-11. All the more reason 
for them to feel the sting of the government’s indifference and impunity. 
 
When I was in Darfur in 2011, my organization, DPDO was essentially the last NGO left standing. All the 
others had been forced out – the first group of large organizations in March 2009 and then subsequent 
eviction of smaller ones for specious charges, at the pleasure of the Sudanese Humanitarian Aid 
Commission (HAC), a functionary of the security services. Over time, the remaining UN agencies have 
suffered and, some allege, bent to the intimidation of the Khartoum government regarding reporting of 
conditions and populations affected in Darfur. 
 
Tijani Sese (Sissi), President of the Darfur Regional Authority and the luckless “implementer” of the Doha 
Darfur Peace Document (DDPD) signed in July 2011, has not received funds to do the work because 
Khartoum has failed to honor its commitments to pay an initial $200 million for reconstruction and 
financial compensations to those affected by the conflict. And now Mr. Sese is asking the victims to take 
on the burden of securing the camps and resolving a “conflict” that was none of their making.  
 
Will sufficient aid be delivered to keep this group of people alive? If so, can the newly displaced go back to 
the camp and rebuild? These are important questions with dangerous answers. 
The government’s strategy for Darfur has never included a thought for “rehabilitation.” The long-term goal 
has always been the elimination of the indigenous, non-Arab tribes. 
 
The plan to “empty” the camps has been in the wind for at least two years, awaiting the right time and 
circumstances for execution. The “Warsaw ghettoes” of Sudan are now being emptied. The people who’ve 
survived many years in IDP camps will not be sent to gas chambers. They’ll be forced into a forbidding 
desert without food, water or shelter. They have nowhere to go. Government-sponsored squatters have 
appropriated their lands. There are no schools or clinics or other infrastructure to support their survival. 
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They have no resources to enable a move – though all of these have been repeatedly requested and denied 
by the government. 
 
That USAID is redirecting funds to support returns represents a dangerous buy-in to a plan that has no 
possibility of success, based as it is on the illusion that the genocide is over. 
The destruction of Kassab camp signals that the genocide has entered a new a probably final phase, a final 
solution. President Obama and Secretary of State Clinton have a critical opportunity and an urgent duty to 
prevent the kind of mass slaughter that consumed Rwanda.  
 
An experienced humanitarian colleague wrote me: “What do you do when the besieged population has 
little domestic or international constituency, the protection agencies have no presence on the ground, and 
the UN oversight structure fails repeatedly in its duty? Once you commit to serve disaster beneficiaries 
internationally, the world will break your heart.” My broken heart, however, does not concern me. 
 
Here’s what does:  When will our government step up to the challenge of securing Darfur for its civilian 
population? The malignant, predatory regime that calls itself a government in Sudan  must be shown – 
definitively – that they are done preying on their own people. Apologies after uncountable deaths will 
redeem no one. 
 
 
 
____________________________ 
Susan Burgess-Lent, Executive Director of Women’s Centers International, can be reached at 
SusanBlt@gmail.com 


