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AMIS .t African Union Mission in Sudan
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1] 2] C T Special Representative of the Secretary-General

UNAMID ...tureeenreneenenreeeeenne United Nations-African Union Hybrid Operation in Darfur

UNITAMS United Nations Integrated Transition Assistance Mission in Sudan
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Women carry their belongings in El Sereif village, North Darfur. UN Photo/Sojoud El Garrai.




Executive Summary

Sudan continues to be wrecked by a civil war that directly and indiscriminately targets civilians. Since
the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) and Rapid Support Forces (RSF) commenced fighting in April
2023, their respective quests for political and territorial control have wrested the country apart and
devastated the lives of Sudanese civilians. And while this report does not examine the abuses and
atrocities that taken place since the war started, its retrospective look at the few preceding years offers
lessons that could help inform approaches to protection moving forward — both for Sudan and other
peace operation contexts.

In 2020, the UN Integrated Transition Assistance Mission in Sudan (UNITAMS) was established and
mandated by the Security Council to assist with “civilian protection.” Over the course of its three-and-
a-half-year deployment, this special political mission was charged with implementing an ambitious set
of protection tasks. These mandated activities ranged from providing capacity building and advisory
support to host-authorities in implementing Sudan’s National Plan for the Protection of Civilians
through to operational activities like deploying mobile monitoring teams and mediating local conflicts.
UNITAMS’ efforts to advance the protection of civilians in Sudan were, however, largely dependent on
the commitment and follow-through of Sudan’s political and security authorities.

Furthermore, UNITAMS had to contend with the significant gap left by its peacekeeping predecessor,
the UN-AU Hybrid Operation in Darfur (UNAMID), whose force component engaged in the physical
protection of civilians across the region. And though UNITAMS was never intended to fully replace
UNAMID, UNITAMS was perceived as the follow-on mission to the UN-AU peacekeeping mission.
Sustained insecurity and threats to civilian safety and security in Darfur meant that UNITAMS had
to navigate the exact same protection challenges as UNAMID, but with a country-wide mandate, far
fewer resources, and no capacity to physically protect civilians.

UNITAMS, nonetheless, put in place mechanisms that held initial promise for furthering the
protection of civilians in Sudan. The Protection of Civilians Committees set up across the five
states of Darfur provided a vital communication link and operational presence for the transitional
government’s National Mechanism for the Protection of Civilians. Similarly, the Darfur Permanent
Ceasefire Committee provided proof of the essential convening role that a mission can play in
bringing together armed force representatives and providing a mechanism for collective monitoring
and discussion. Under the leadership of the UNITAMS chair, the Darfur Permanent Ceasefire
Committee remained the only venue where the RSF, SAF, and armed struggle movements continued
to meet and dialogue after the start of the war. UNITAMS also enabled civil society actors across
Darfur to report early warning indicators and human rights violations directly to the mission,
positively contributing to the international community’s awareness of conflict-related human rights
violations. And UNITAMS’ Police Advisory Unit experienced initial success in advising and training
elements of the Sudan Police Force in community policing and other matters. These preliminary
achievements — which did not prevent or hold up against the scourge of war — provide food for
thought about how special political missions can advance the protection of civilians.
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But despite these useful and innovative mechanisms, UNITAMS was not equipped to operate in
an environment of active conflict and civil war. Progress in implementing the “civilian protection”
provisions in its mandate was hampered by the military coup d’état in October 2021 and later brought
to a stop by the eruption of conflict in April 2023. The military coup forced a change in government
interlocutors working on the protection of civilians, just as progress was being made to operationalize
Sudan’s National Mechanism for the Protection of Civilians. Thereafter, UNITAMS found it
increasingly challenging to address protection priorities at the national level. UNITAMS” work on
the ground came to a halt with the eruption of conflict between the SAF and the RSF in Khartoum on
15 April 2023. With the de facto authorities consumed with fighting that indiscriminately targeted
civilians, political will for implementing the National Plan for the Protection of Civilians evaporated.
The armed conflict also necessitated the evacuation of UNITAMS personnel from the country, with
only a small group remaining in Port Sudan. The mission’s mandate came to an end on 1 December
2023, when the Security Council elected to terminate its mandate following a request from Sudan’s
de facto authorities.

UNITAMS’ experience offers essential lessons, as UN member states consider options for the
protection of civilians in Sudan, as well as the future of peace operations and their role in advancing
protection at large. The external and internal challenges UNITAMS faced in implementing its
“civilian protection” activities underline the need for peace operations to be fit for purpose — in
mandate, design, and resourcing — particularly when deployed to environments with a long-standing
or recent history of conflict. Furthermore, it emphasizes the necessity that host-authorities assume
their primary responsibility to protect civilians and maintain their commitment to cooperate with
the peace operation over time, both of which were glaringly absent as the conflict unfolded.

Emerging Lessons from UNITAMS

Resourcing Missions to Address Gaps in National Capacity to Protect: Sudan’s authorities lacked
adequate political will, resources, and funds to make good on the National Plan for the Protection of
Civilians or deploy a meaningful number of Joint Security-Keeping Forces in Darfur. In turn, UNITAMS
did not have the leverage to hold host-authorities to account for their protection commitments,
particularly following the start of the war. Moreover, the simultaneous drawdown of the peacekeeping
mission UNAMID and set up of the political mission UNITAMS created a cliff between the UN’s
protective presence in Darfur, moving sharply from UNAMID’s substantive protection of civilians
mandate to UNITAMS’ inability to physically protect.

In considering the deployment of a UN peace operation to enable or assist with the protection of
civilians, it is critical that the Secretariat evaluate the current capacity and resources available
to a host-state to protect civilians. The Secretariat should provide the Security Council with a
frank assessment of the protective environment and clearly describe how different models of peace
operations, including special political missions, could help the host-state in assuming their primary
responsibility to protect, noting possible limitations.
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In managing the transition between missions with different protection capabilities, the Security
Council should allow significant overlap in time between them when possible. A properly
resourced handover while both missions are operational would strengthen continuity and promote
stability and security in the conflict environment. In addition, meaningful overlap between the
missions could provide host-authorities with necessary support in fulfilling their protection of
civilians responsibilities.

Defining Protection: Lack of clarity around what it means for a special political mission to support

the protection of civilians meant that UNITAMS personnel differed in how they envisioned the
mission reinforcing or engaging in protection efforts in country. The mission ultimately fell back
on Sudan’s National Plan for the Protection of Civilians to guide its efforts, meaning that it was
influenced more by host-state desires and the expertise of a few staff, than by a strategic vision for
protection.

To clarify understanding, the UN Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs should develop
institutional guidance on the role and scope for special political missions in advancing the
protection of civilians. This would go a long way in informing Security Council thought on mandating
political missions to assist with the protection of civilians, as well as enhance understanding among
existing political missions about how they can effectively contribute to protection efforts. For its part,
the Security Council should use clear language in the mandate that avoids being overly proscriptive,
to allow the mission flexibility in developing a protection approach that best responds to evolving
dynamics on the ground.

Mainstreaming Protection Across Mission and UN Country Team: UNITAMS’ bifurcated
structure and leadership approach led to the separation of “political” and “protection” issues within
the mission. Protection aims were thus not integrated into the mission’s political work in a strategic

manner. Additionally, a “One UN Protection of Civilians” strategy failed to gain consensus as UN
agencies disagreed over how to leverage and coordinate their respective comparative advantages on
protection.

Any future mission with protection language in its mandate should create and implement a
whole-of-mission strategy for the protection of civilians. In this way, protection aims will be the
responsibility of all sections to address and advance. This strategy should be developed by mission
leadership and articulate the mission’s tailored approach to protection, laying out objectives and
priority areas of work, as well as establishing coordination mechanisms across the mission. Such
a strategy could also inform the development of a “One UN” approach to protection in country,
with each UN agency evaluating how they can tap existing capacities and funds to benefit mission
objectives on protection.
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A group of women and children in the North Darfur Zamzam camp for internally displaced people in 2014. UN Photo/Albert Gonzélez Farran.




Introduction

Sudan remains ravaged by war, with fighting between the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) and Rapid
Support Forces (RSF) having taken over the country since April 2023. Civilians remain directly
targeted and disproportionately impacted, with over 18,800 people killed' and approximately
11.3 million displaced since the conflict started.? Sexual- and gender-based violence (SGBV) is
widespread, with both parties also committing grave violations against children.’ Critical civilian
infrastructure continues to be destroyed and looted, leaving civilians without water, electricity,
telecommunications, and medical facilities across the country.* Hunger has also become ever present,
with over half of the population facing acute hunger and famine in North Darfur likely to spread.’

Multilateral political talks aimed at achieving a ceasefire between the conflict parties have yet to yield
the desired outcome, motivating the UN Security Council and African Union (AU) Peace and Security
Council in June 2024 to call for the identification of other practical measures that could enable the
protection of civilians in Sudan.® In recognition of the heinous impact of the war on civilians, the UN
Human Rights Council’s Fact-Finding Mission for the Sudan called for the immediate deployment of
“an independent and impartial force with a mandate to safeguard civilians” in September 2024.”

Only a few years ago, the future looked quite different for Sudan. In mid-2019, the country was
transitioning to democratic governance, following the military ousting of Omar al-Bashir from a 30-
year autocratic rule and the subsequent formation of a military-civilian transitional government.
The international community welcomed this new political trajectory for Sudan, with many viewing it
as a critical opportunity to restore stability and peace in Darfur. In this context, the Security Council
began conceptualizing a Chapter VI political mission to support Sudan’s political transition. At the
same time, the UN Security Council and AU Peace and Security Council were also overseeing the
transition of the UN-AU Hybrid Operation in Darfur (UNAMID), which had been engaged in the
protection of civilians in the Darfur region since 2007. But even as this hybrid peacekeeping mission
was drawing down, insecurity and threats to civilians remained significant throughout Darfur, leading
the Security Council to mandate its new political mission to support government-led protection of
civilians efforts.

Established in June 2020, the UN Integrated Transition Assistance Mission in Sudan (UNITAMS)
was designed to assist the transitional government with four main strategic objectives. Firstly, it
was mandated to provide good offices and technical expertise to advance the political transition,
draft a new constitution, and promote human rights. Secondly, it was tasked with supporting the
facilitation of peace processes and implementation of future peace agreements. Thirdly, the mission
was required to assist Sudanese-led peacebuilding and support national and local authorities in
“civilian protection” efforts and in strengthening the rule of law. Fourthly, UNITAMS was to support
the transitional authorities in procuring economic and development aid, as well as in coordinating
humanitarian action.
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UNITAMS, however, faced significant hurdles in implementing its mandate. Relations with the
host-authorities became more challenging following the military coup in late 2021, and the mission
was prevented from staying in country after the breakdown of the political transition and start of
the war in April 2023. UNITAMS thereafter worked from outside the country before its drawdown
in December 2023. UNITAMS’ experience thus offers crucial insights into the potential role and
limits of a UN political mission in advancing the protection of civilians, particularly in a context with
entrenched and volatile conflict dynamics.

Given the recency of the mission’s deployment (from October 2020 to December 2023), few studies
to date have explored UNITAMS’ role in Sudan, including its efforts to motivate progress on the
protection of civilians.® This paper steps into this gap, drawing from 17 virtual interviews conducted
between December 2023 and February 2024, in addition to extensive desktop research. Those who
participated in the research include nine UN personnel, either from UNITAMS or UN agencies in
country; six Security Council member state representatives; and four NGO representatives in or
from Sudan (with one interview facilitated via email). All interview data has been anonymized to
safeguard the sensitive nature of discussions.

This research notably faced limitations due to the war in Sudan. As the security situation made in-
person research impossible, all interviews were conducted virtually. This approach, however, limited
engagement with those in Sudan, especially with Sudanese civil society, restricting the research to
those who have access to technology and an internet connection. Overall, widespread internet and
communication blackouts, displacement of contacts, and language barriers posed a challenge in
connecting with those on the ground.

While this report does not address the appalling toll of the war on civilians, its retrospective look
back at the preceding years provides critical insight into the Security Council’s attempt to remain
engaged on protection concerns in Sudan following UNAMID’s drawdown. Though UNITAMS
was unsuccessful at preventing the outbreak of war between the SAF and RSF, its experience can
help inform how other political missions could further contribute to the protection of civilians. As
such, UNITAMS’ efforts to implement other aspects of its mandate remain outside the scope of this
report, as does the individual efforts of UN agencies, funds and programmes to advance protection
aims. Similarly, multilateral efforts to achieve a ceasefire between the SAF and RSF are not explored
herein. These gaps reflect important areas for future research.
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FRAMING PROTECTION

Diverse conceptions about how different UN departments and entities can enable or
contribute to protection have led to diverging expectations across the UN system. As
explored by Dirk Druet, there are a variety of terms used to refer to the critical work of
protecting civilians, including humanitarian protection, protection of human rights, and
protection of civilians (commonly referred to as POC for short).’ The plurality and overlap
of these terms have led to inconsistent usage and at times confusion around what is meant,
both by those engaged in protection and those they seek to protect.

In early 2024, the UN took an essential step to address these challenges by establishing a UN-
wide approach through the Agenda for Protection.'® Recognizing protection as an imperative
of the UN’s work, and without prejudice to the primary responsibility of member states to
protect civilians, the Agenda provides an overarching framework of “protecting through human
rights.” It frames the UN’s role in protection as “when, through specific actions, individuals
who otherwise would be at risk or subject to deprivation of their rights, are able to fully exercise
them.”"! The Agenda thus highlights that protection is the work of all UN entities.

Within the context of international peace and security, the Security Council can address
protection issues through the “protection of civilians in armed conflict” agenda. The Council
adopted the first thematic resolution on the topic in 1999,'* affirming that the protection of
civilians is a matter of international peace and security. This framework seeks to achieve a
broad set of aims, including enforcing adherence to relevant international law and Council
decisions; protecting women, children and other marginalized populations, as well as critical
civilian infrastructure; enabling protection through UN peace operations; and facilitating
access to humanitarian aid. The protection of civilians by UN peace operations — a term
inclusive of peacekeeping and special political missions — thus falls within this framework.*

Under this agenda, the UN Department of Peace Operations has articulated the role for
UN peacekeeping in the protection of civilians through a dedicated policy, ** building upon
applicable Security Council resolutions and lessons emerging from peacekeeping. This
policy informs the protection of civilians within UN peacekeeping, laying out a three-tiered
operational concept of: 1) “protection through dialogue and engagement,” 2) “provision of
physical protection,” and 3) “establishment of a protective environment.” Peacekeeping
missions with an explicit protection of civilians mandate are widely known for being authorized
“to use all necessary means, up to and including deadly force, to protect civilians under
threat or imminent threat of physical violence.”” However, it should be recognized that the
peacekeeping approach to physical protection also encompasses unarmed approaches, such as
protection through presence, interpositioning, and facilitating refuge or safe passage, as well as
other activities that do not involve the use of force.*
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In turn, the UN Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs does not have guidance
or a policy on the protection of civilians in special political missions. And while special
political missions do not have authorization to use force (except in self-defense), their work
nonetheless helps advance the Security Council’s objective of the protection of civilians in
armed conflict.”” It is, however, worth noting that few political missions have had explicit
language on the protection of civilians incorporated into their mandates. Relevant examples
other than UNITAMS include the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan’s (UNAMA)
mandate of “monitoring of the situation of civilians in armed conflict”® and the UN
Assistance Mission in Somalia’s (UNSOM) mandate to support Somalia in ensuring “that
plans are in place to protect civilians and communities in areas which are the focus of
military operations...””

By bringing special political missions further into the discussion on the protection of
civilians in armed conflict, there is an opportunity to more effectively utilize the full
spectrum of UN peace operations to advance the protection of civilians. UN member states
would thus benefit from a greater understanding of the role and limitations special political
missions may face in motivating progress on the protection of civilians. This report seeks
to contribute to this evolving conversation through examination of UNITAMS’ experience
in interpreting and carrying forward its mandate to assist “civilian protection” — a term for
which there is no clear definition.

A teenage boy in the internally displaced persons camp in Labado village, East Darfur. UN Photo/Albert Gonzélez Farran.
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Part 1: UNITAMS’ Establishment

Since 2002, the international community has deployed eight different peace operations to Sudan,
with five of these established by the Security Council (see Annex 1 for a full list). UNITAMS served
as the eighth peace operation hosted by Sudan within the past three decades, created just as its
peacekeeping predecessor UNAMID was drawing down.

Transitioning from UNAMID

The UN-AU Hybrid Operation in Darfur (UNAMID) was deployed from 2007-2020 as a joint UN
and AU peacekeeping force.*® The hybrid mission was formed as a compromise between Sudan’s
strong preference for an AU force and the need to rapidly augment the limited capacity of the AU
Mission in Sudan (AMIS).* At its height, UNAMID had an annual budget of well over $1 billion and
almost 23,000 troops and police. However, for years, UNAMID faced severe operational blocks** and
demands made by the al-Bashir government for its departure. Starting in 2014, the Security Council
began engaging in discussions about the mission’s sequenced drawdown and exit strategy,* with the
process picking up in 2017 following member state pressure to cut the UN peacekeeping budget.**

By late 2019, the UN and AU jointly assessed that the “overall security situation in Darfur remained
volatile.”® The economic crisis and key conflict drivers — such as land and resource access,
environmental degradation, and human rights violations and abuses — continued to exacerbate
tensions between tribal communities and farmer and pastoral communities across the region.
Ongoing insecurity in the Jebel Marra area in Central Darfur between government security forces and
the armed group SLM-Abdel Wahid added a further layer of complexity, particularly as government
attention redirected back to Khartoum following the establishment of the transitional government.*
However, the Security Council perceived that the organization of the transitional government, led
by Prime Minister Abdalla Hamdok, held the promise of a possible “transition from peacekeeping
to peacebuilding” in Darfur, with some member states determined that the mission should close by
June 2020.” UNAMID’s withdrawal was thus motivated more by political and budgetary
considerations than a positive change in the security context.

Former UNAMID personnel and INGO representatives described significant f ear a nd c oncern

from Darfuri civilians regarding UNAMID’s departure. Concerns were particularly elevated among
communities of internally displaced persons (IDPs), who relied on the mission’s presence for their
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security.”®® According to an INGO representative present in Darfur at the time, the overall feeling
in Darfur was that “mother UN has abandoned us.”® Responding to security concerns from armed
groups participating in the peace process in Darfur, it is notable that Prime Minister Hamdok
requested the extension of UNAMID’s mandate by several months to October 2020.* Given
Hamdok’s request and the AU’s support for the mission remaining through December 2020, the
Security Council was able to agree to keep UNAMID in place until the end of 2020.

Negotiating the Initial Mandate

The UN started considering a follow-on presence to UNAMID in the summer of 2019 after it was clear
that the Security Council and transitional government would not support the long-term presence
of the peacekeeping mission.’ Starting in September 2019, the UN and AU conducted a series of
consultations with Sudan’s transitional government to foster agreement on a follow-on mechanism
that would support the “Government’s priorities for ending conflict and achieving peace across
the whole country.”** The initial consultations yielded UN-AU agreement that a future deployment
should 1) uphold national ownership, 2) have a realistic and achievable mandate, 3) not include a
military force component, 4) be created under Chapter VI or VIII of the UN Charter, 5) not exceed
the political transition period, and 6) have a “light presence and geographical footprint.”*

In January 2020, Prime Minister Hamdok notified the Security Council of the transitional
government’s willingness to accept a “reconfiguration” of the UN’s footprint in country. In his
initial letter, Hamdok proposed the establishment of a Chapter VI special political mission with a
countrywide mandate to assist with peacebuilding, support the Juba peace process, and help garner
international economic assistance. Support for the protection of civilians, police capacity-building,
and human rights monitoring were also mentioned, among a variety of other elements.**

The United Kingdom and Germany, co-penholders on Sudan at the time, as well as France and the
United States, saw the protection of civilians as an overriding goal for the new peace operation,
given the absence of a viable security alternative for Darfur.”® The United States, for instance,
pushed “for a robust police mission in Darfur” to support the transitional government in tackling the
ongoing insecurity there.** Among elected members, Indonesia and Estonia also advocated that an
armed UN police presence could be instrumental in helping the government progressively assume
its responsibility for ensuring security in the region.?”

Furthermore, the co-penholders wanted to ensure there was a credible UN presence in country
following UNAMID’s departure. According to one Council member representative, the fear was that
without significant capacity, “the UN would be relegated to a working office in Khartoum.”® The
co-penholders thus originally envisioned a hybrid political mission with up to 2,500 UN police and
one military battalion — between 500 and 800 UN troops — as a quick reaction force in Darfur.*” As
Germany expressed in the lead-up to the establishment of UNITAMS, “given that we [the Security
Council ] have taken on this responsibility [on the protection of civilians ], we must continue to live
up to it,” noting that a resurgence of violence could derail the country’s political transition.*
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Sudanese authorities were also allegedly open to the idea of integrating armed police into the
follow-on mechanism, according to one Council member representative privy to initial closed-door
consultations.* This came crashing down, though, when the Associated Press leaked a draft version
of the mandate on 18 March 2020.** Sudan’s transitional government faced significant backlash
from those who perceived the continued presence of uniformed components in country as foreign
interference. The consequence for the co-penholders was that “all the delicate ground work . . .
laid with Sudan was annihilated,” leaving only “unarmed civilian protection” and advisory support
as a way to include protection in the mandate.” Only two days later, on 20 March 2020, Hamdok
sent through a second letter that presented a narrowed vision for the mission, with protection and
human rights nowhere referenced.*

Other members of the Council continued to question what positive impact a small number of armed
police could realistically have on the ground. Notably, the A3+1 (Niger, South Africa, and Tunisia,
plus Saint Vincent and the Grenadines) remained opposed to the inclusion of formed police unit(s),
perceiving the reputational risk to the UN in creating false expectations about its ability to protect
civilians to outweigh the potential benefits.*

Russia and China were, however, most outspoken against including uniformed components,
deferring to the publicly expressed preference of the host-state. In the words of a Russian
representative, the “opinion of the government in Khartoum, as the host-party, should be decisive
in every case.”* Council members in favor of a more robust presence thus had to navigate balancing
what the government and the rest of the Council would accept versus what was required to address
security needs.

On the UN’s side, the Secretary-General also recommended avoiding the deployment of uniformed
components as part of the post-UNAMID mission. In the AU-UN March 2020 report to the Council,*
it was noted that:

“If a follow-on mission includes a mandate indicating the physical protection of
civilians, such a mandate, which has not been requested to date by the transitional
Government of the Sudan, would require a very significant deployment,
commensurate with the size of the area of operations. Short of this, a post-
UNAMID mechanism would not be in a position to provide such protection and
should therefore not be expected to do so.”*

In late May 2020, the Security Council’s calculus on Sudan changed when the transitional government
sent through a letter to the Council containing “the national plan of the Sudan for protecting civilians
after the exit of the African Union-United Nations Hybrid Operation in Darfur (UNAMID)” (referred
to herein as the National Plan for the Protection of Civilians).* This plan was presented to the Council
as a guarantee that Sudan had both the political will and capacity to protect its civilians,”® with the
Council interpreting it as a sign that the transitional government could and would take credible action
to do so.”! Despite initial pushback from some members, the Council used Sudan’s national protection
of civilians plan as the basis for including a protection focus within UNITAMS’ mandate.>
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SUDAN’S NATIONAL PLAN FOR THE PROTECTION OF CIVILIANS

The National Plan for the Protection of Civilians outlined a highly ambitious roadmap
for improving rule of law, protection of civilians, and peacebuilding in Darfur. The plan
is based on eight main elements through which the transitional government promised to
“assume full responsibility for the protection of its civilian citizens.”* The plan’s elements
include wide-ranging discussion of:

. Addressing the needs of IDPs and refugees

. Enabling human rights and rule of law

. Disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR)
. Ending violence against women and children

1

2

3

4

S. Facilitating humanitarian assistance

6. Improving conflict resolution mechanisms

7. Addressing challenges facing herders and nomads
8

. Investing in essential services, reconstruction, and development

Sudan is the first peacekeeping host-country to provide a national plan on the protection of
civilians to the Security Council.>* By taking this initiative, Sudan’s transitional government
both exerted its agency as a sovereign state and, crucially, demonstrated a willingness
to deal with past atrocities and engage in the protection of civilians. Submitted to the
Security Council a few weeks before the planned vote on a follow-on mission to UNAMID,
the document was interpreted by the Council as proof that the transitional government
would take the necessary steps to protect civilians in Darfur, no longer requiring a foreign
peacekeeping presence.”® Following UNITAMS’ creation, the transitional government
sought to highlight its continued political commitment to the plan, voluntarily submitting
periodic progress reports to the Security Council.

Authorizing the Mission

The Security Council established UNITAMS in June 2020 through Resolution 2524, tasking the
political mission to “assist peacebuilding, civilian protection and rule of law, in particular in Darfur
and the Two Areas” (the latter referring to South Kordofan and Blue Nile states) as one of its four
strategic objectives. It is notable that the Council utilized the term “civilian protection,” for which
there was no precedent in Council resolutions, arguably as a way to differentiate UNITAMS’ mandate
from UNAMID’s past Blue Helmet capabilities.*® The Council also doubled down on the term by
renaming Sudan’s national protection of civilians plan to the “National Plan for Civilian Protection”
within the mandate. Under this framing, UNITAMS was mandated to provide advisory and technical
support to Sudan’s transitional government and its security institutions in mitigating and preventing
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violence against civilians. The mandate lists out myriad related activities, which can be categorized
into three main areas.

1) Enhancing the rule of law and strengthening security institutions, e.g., by providing
capacity building and advisory support to the Sudanese Police Force and the Joint Security-
Keeping Force (JSKF), as well as in helping foster trust between local communities and
state authorities through community policing and “other methods of unarmed civilian
protection;”

2) Supporting the creation of a secure environment, e.g., by assisting government
authorities in carrying out the national protection of civilians plan and creating clear
benchmarks to monitor progress; and

3) Enabling the “promotion and protection of human rights,” e.g., by monitoring and
reporting on human rights violations in conflict-affected areas, helping draft and implement
relevant government action plans, and supporting the delivery of services to survivors of
sexual violence.”’

Some of UNITAMS’ mandated protection activities were also operational. For instance, the Council
envisioned that UNITAMS would deploy “mobile monitoring teams,” mediate localized conflicts,
establish early warning systems with the support of local populations, and conduct outreach to
civilians under threat.® Looking back on the development of UNITAMS’ mandate, one Council
member shared, “we got the best out of the Council in terms of protection, but we were under no
illusion — it was a band aid at most . . . It was the only option available, so we [the Council] tried to
give it [the mission ] as many functions as possible.”

The Security Council further specified that UNITAMS should “ensure effective and integrated
cooperation of United Nations agencies, funds and programmes . . . in carrying out, as relevant, the
strategic objectives of UNITAMS ... 7 Itis important to note that operating in an integrated manner
was a first for the UN Country Team in Sudan, as UNAMID had not been an integrated mission.®!
With UNITAMS, the intention was for the UN Country Team to contribute to the achievement of the
mission’s mandate, primarily through programmatic work that supported the creation of a protective
environment. This arrangement also aimed to leverage UN agencies’ networks and established field
presences across the country.

As part of the mission’s first mandate renewal in June 2021, the Council requested that UNITAMS
prioritize support to ceasefire monitoring in Darfur and implementation of the national protection
of civilians plan, alongside other key areas.®> UNITAMS’ two subsequent mandate renewals were
highly contentious, resulting in technical rollovers. Both times, Sudan expressed opposition to the
draft shared by the UK penholder. In 2022, the draft text included references to the military coup in
October 2021 and violence by security forces against unarmed protestors, while in 2023 the United
Kingdom wanted to reflect the impact of fighting between the SAF and RSF on the security and
humanitarian situation. In both instances, Sudan refused to engage with the penholder, instead
requesting a rollover of the mandate. It found favorable support for these requests with China,
Russia, and the A3.%
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Part 2: Factors Impacting UNITAMS’
Support to Protection

Once authorized, UNITAMS had a slow start-up, hampered by budgetary and staffing realities (see
Annex 2 for changes to UNITAMS’ budget and staffing over the years), difficulties in obtaining
visas for UN personnel to deploy in country,* health concerns related to COVID-19, and a delay in
appointing senior mission leadership. The Special Representative of the Secretary-General (SRSG)
and Head of Mission, Volker Perthes, was appointed following an eight-month delay, arriving in
mission in early February 2021.%° The Council experienced difficulty in selecting a head of mission
that had the backing of all Council members and was accepted by the host-government. Sudan’s
transitional government reportedly maintained a set preference that the head of mission come from
a European member state, with the hope that such an individual could galvanize funding for Sudan.®

Similarly, the Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary-General, Resident and Humanitarian
Coordination (DSRSG/RC/HC), Khardiata Lo N’Diaye, arrived in mission in mid-March 2021.%” Lo
N’Diaye was later succeeded by Clementine Nkweta-Salami, appointed by the Secretary-General on
1 May 2023.%

Mission Leadership and Structure

Mission leadership had a substantial impact on how the mission interpreted and incorporated
“civilian protection” within the mission’s body of work. According to a senior mission leader,
UNITAMS leadership did not discuss developing a mission strategy on the protection of civilians,
instead adopting Sudan’s National Plan for the Protection of Civilians as the guide for its work.”
By relying on government priorities — vast in number and scope — to drive the mission’s work on
protection, the mission arguably lacked a targeted approach that may have been helpful in managing
government expectations.

The mission’s bimodal structure also led to the siloing of protection work within the mission, re-
enforced by internal reporting lines and division of labor at the senior mission leadership level.
UNITAMS was designed around a two-pillar system: 1) a political pillar led by the SRSG, under
which fell the Office of Support to the Political Transition, Police Advisory Unit, Office of the
Chief of Staff, Integrated Electoral Assistance Division, and the later established Darfur Permanent
Ceasefire Committee (Darfur PCC); and 2) a protection pillar headed by the DRSG/RC/HC under
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which the Office for Support to Civilian Protection (OSCP) sat.”® As head of the political pillar, the
SRSG was focused on overseeing the mission’s work on the political transition and support to peace
processes, while the DSRSG/RC/HC oversaw the mission’s initiatives on protection, peacebuilding,
and coordination of the UN Country Team.”

UNITAMS Organizational Chart’

Office of the Special Representative
of the Secretary-General

Office of the Deputy Special
Representative of the Secretary-General

Integrated Electoral Office of Support to the . . .
Political Transition (RellER/Agesy Ui

e Regional Field Offices

Chief of Mission Support

Chief Security Advisor

Office of Support to

Civilian Protection Office of the Chief of Staff

Darfur Permanent
Ceasefire Committee

Strategic
Communications and
Public information

« El Fasher
« Kadugli
« Kassala

This setup created several layers of bureaucracy between the head of mission and those leading on
protection work. Oversight of the mission’s “civilian protection” work was thus largely deferred to
the DSRSG/RC/HC, with no apparent attempt to mainstream protection priorities across the whole-
of-mission, including the political pillar. For instance, the use of good offices or high-level advocacy
on protection of civilians matters appeared to be limited, mostly centering around the de facto
authorities’ use of violence against protestors following the October 2021 coup.”

Within UNITAMS, OSCP was designed as the hub through which the mission would assist and advise
on protection efforts in country. OSCP’s activities were intended to cover a wide-range, such as
strengthening rule of law and reform of security institutions; monitoring and reporting on conflict-
related human rights violations, as part of the UN’s Joint Human Rights Office in Sudan; advising
and coordinating with the UN Country Team on efforts to end grave violations against children
and conflict-related sexual violence; collecting and analyzing data for early warning and conflict
prevention purposes; and supporting Sudan’s authorities in developing effective DDR processes.”

OSCP was based in the mission’s headquarters in capital, with 15 Khartoum-based positions originally
envisioned for OSCP in 2021. At full capacity, this would have included 13 expert positions, namely
one protection of civilians officer, a women protection advisor, a child protection advisor, one DDR
officer, four rule of law officers (including two national), and five human rights officers (including
two national). OSCP’s field presence was to be enabled by staff working on protection, human rights,
and gender issues in the El Fasher (Darfur) and Kadugli (South Kordofan) Regional Offices, as well
as by a human rights officer within the Kassala Regional Office.”
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OSCP’s ability to inform and motivate the protection of civilians, however, remained highly
constrained throughout UNITAMS’ deployment. This was in part due to staffing gaps, including
significant leaves of absence at the leadership level.” Furthermore, the mission’s singular Protection
of Civilians Officer was not hired until late 2022, with personal factors preventing the individual from
assuming their responsibilities until 1 April 2023, two weeks before the outbreak of conflict.”

OSCP’s presence on the ground was also limited compared to other UN partners, posing immediate
challenges to its work in Darfur and South Kordofan. The El Fasher Regional Office grew to a mere
three people working on protection and human rights issues across the five states of Darfur.” Similarly,
the Kadugli Regional Office only ever had three personnel charged with substantive matters on the
ground.” For both regional offices, engaging with local interlocutors and responding to emerging
developments thus remained quite difficult. One person from the mission recalled being told by a UN
agency personnel, “we cannot call you or send you a message when you are in El Fasher to address
issues in another state, when UN agencies have local field presences and know the situation better.”*’

UNAMID’s Drawdown

Following the end of UNAMID’s mandate on 31 December 2020, the peacekeeping mission was
expected to transfer residual assets to national and local authorities that could be used to implement
the national protection of civilians plan.*» UNAMID’s withdrawal, however, re-activated tensions in
Darfur, particularly in North, South and West Darfur as different groups vied for control of the assets,
infrastructure, and camps the mission left behind.*> Widespread looting, vandalism, and diverging
expectations as to what would remain hindered UNAMID’s withdrawal and the ongoing utility of
these assets in certain cases.® Physical assets transferred over to UNITAMS included the UNAMID
Khartoum Liaison Office, vehicles, engineering materials, and communications equipment.

To facilitate the transfer of knowledge to UNITAMS and the UN Country Team, UNAMID established
a coordination mechanism as called for in Resolution 2524 (2020). Under this mechanism, UNAMID
and UNITAMS organized 17 internal brown bag lunch seminars on good practices, lessons learned,
and ongoing programmatic activities with the UN Country Team.* Despite these coordination
efforts, UNITAMS personnel interviewed reported having to start their work from scratch. In the
words of one mission personnel, there was “nothing to inherit” from UNAMID, outside of some
contacts®® and select mission personnel that were able to transfer over.®

An Integrated Approach with the UN Country Team

As called for in its mandate, UNITAMS strove toward a “One UN” approach with the UN Country
Team.®® In the first half of 2021, the mission and UN agencies, funds and programmes developed a
strategic framework to help mobilize financing for the Sudan Financing Platform’s Multi-Partner
Trust Fund and guide cooperation at the programmatic level.*” This framework, entitled the Sudan

Stimson Center | 21



Peacemaking, Peacebuilding, and Stabilization Programme (SPPSP), included protection as one of
30 areas for action, with the identification of three related buckets for programmatic work:

1) “support to prevention,” e.g., human rights monitoring and early warning,

2) “support to physical protection,” e.g., demining action, and

3) “support to the creation of an enabling and protective environment,” e.g., promoting
institutional and legal reform, tackling issues facing IDPs and farmer versus nomad
conflict, addressing violence against women and children, undertaking humanitarian
action, facilitating provision of water and sanitation, and supporting DDR.”

The DSRSG/RC/HC thereafter tasked OSCP and representatives from the UN’s Protection Cluster
to develop a “One UN Protection of Civilians strategy,” building off the SPPSP. This comprehensive
strategy was intended to articulate the UN’s approach to supporting the government in carrying
out the National Plan for the Protection of Civilians, including the respective contributions of UN
agencies, funds, and programmes. Lack of consensus, however, regarding an integrated approach on
protection-related activities prevented the adoption of such a strategy.”

Despite the absence of an integrated protection vision, UNITAMS was still able to benefit from the
capacities and reach of UN agencies, funds, and programmes. Relevant joint initiatives included,
for instance, co-chairing the UN country taskforce with UNICEF on the monitoring and reporting
of grave violations against children;’* developing a UN working group on the rule of law to support
the transitional government in drafting legislation and advising on judicial matters;” establishing an
integrated working group with Sudan’s Ministry of Social Welfare in early 2022 to collect information
on sexual abuses and coordinate assistance for survivors;™* conducting workshops with UNDP
and UN Women on strengthening the participation of women in political processes and ceasefire
arrangements;” and organizing peacebuilding assessments with UNDP across seven states.”

Impact of the Military Coup

The military coup on 25 October 2021, led by General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, forced an abrupt
change in government interlocutors responsible for setting up the National Mechanism for the
Protection of Civilians. Key civilian interlocutors within the Ministry of Cabinet Affairs, which had
served as the supervisory body for the Mechanism, were relieved of their positions and arrested
(including the Minister of Cabinet Affairs) and replaced by the military. This unconstitutional
change in Sudan’s government prompted a pause in OSCP’s engagement with national authorities.””

Prior to the coup, UNITAMS had also intended to bring on a UN consultant to sit within Sudan’s
Ministry of Cabinet Affairs and provide technical assistance to the National Mechanism for the
Protection of Civilians. This individual would have liaised with national host-authorities on
protection of civilians matters, as well as advised and facilitated communication between the
National Mechanism and the POC Committees in Darfur. The military takeover, however, prevented
UNITAMS from placing the consultant within the government,” out of concern that doing so would
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legitimize the coup. Furthermore, it halted the mobilization of international donor assistance,
including for the execution of the government’s protection of civilians plan.

During this time, protection of civilians concerns accelerated. OSCP thus began re-engaging the
military de facto authorities in December 2021, though struggled to obtain the same level of traction
on protection issues as compared to the original transitional government.” Nonetheless, the de
facto authorities sought UNITAMS’ help procuring the equipment and vehicles listed in the national
protection of civilians plan, questioning why the mission was not able to do more on this front.'®

Expectations for the mission’s ability to mobilize funding from international donors were high from
the start of the mission; however, with donor support suspended following the coup, this expectation
became a widening gap, leading to rising tensions between the mission and the de facto authorities.
This increased pressure is reflected in a March 2022 letter the de facto authorities sent to the Security
Council, in which it was alleged that UNITAMS had “completely ignored the other three strategic
objectives within the mandate,” including as relates to assisting civilian protection.’* And so, with
progress hampered at the national level, the OSCP shifted its focus to Darfur in helping establish the
state-level POC Committees and in trying to get the JSKF up and running.'®® It was not until April
2022 that the de facto authorities officially re-formed the National Mechanism, with the Ministry of
the Interior assuming leadership and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs providing technical support and
reporting to the UN Security Council on progress achieved.'”

A JOINT SECURITY-KEEPING FORCE

The creation of a Joint Security-Keeping Force in Darfur was a key provision included in the
2020 Juba Peace Agreement,'** which aimed to unify the armed struggle movements together
with elements of the SAF and RSF in Darfur.!® Importantly, this joint force was meant to
be the primary mechanism for ensuring the physical protection of civilians in Darfur. The
transitional government initially committed to training and equipping a 12,000-strong force
for the JSKF.

Sudan’s Security and Defense Council upped this number to 20,000 in April 2021, in
response to intercommunal violence in El Geneina, West Darfur, that left over 144 dead.
Out of this 20,000, 8,000 forces were to be supplied by the armed struggle movements and
12,000 by the national government. The transitional authorities also committed to deploying
an immediate protection force of 3,000~4,000 forces to El Fasher (North Darfur) and Nyala
(South Darfur), for which each movement of the armed struggle would contribute 300 to
350 individuals.'® This latter force was never deployed.
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The first JSKF cohort graduated in July 2022 in North Darfur, consisting of about 2,000
armed struggle forces in total.!”” To enable this milestone, UNITAMS worked with the
signatory armed movements in El Fasher to assess training needs'® and led a workshop for
56 officers on protection principles, international humanitarian law, and human rights in
May 2022.'” SAF and RSF were reluctant to join the JSKF, facing strong criticism from the
wali (governor) of the Darfur Regional Government, Minni Minawi, for not participating in
the first cohort.'*°

The second cohort (which included elements of the SAF and RSF) graduated in January 2023,
deploying to South Darfur to address attacks against civilians and illicit drug trafficking.'"*
For this second group, UNITAMS’ Police Advisory Unit provided training to 1,500 JSKF
forces on protection of civilians, international humanitarian law, and human rights issues.*?
UNITAMS also advocated for the swift formation of the JSKF through the Darfur PCC, as
well as during meetings with the Governor of North Darfur in December 2021 and General
al-Burhan in February 2022.'"

The lack of SAF and RSF buy-in, compounded by insufficient government funding,
inhibited efforts to advance the protection of civilians in Darfur. Prior to the breakout
of conflict in 2023, the SAF and RSF continued to invest in their individual reach across
the country, with the RSF solidifying its presence and control of rural areas, as well as
expanding its influence in Khartoum.'* And with a lack of funding for equipment, fuel,
food, or renumeration,'” the envisioned JSKF only reached a few thousand in number,
consisting mainly of former combatants from the armed struggle movements. As a result,
the JSKF had a negligible impact on the protection of civilians in Darfur.

Impact of Armed Conflict

CONTRIBUTING TO PROTECTION

Prior to April 2023, there were a number of initiatives under development or underway
within OSCP and other mission sections that could have positively contributed to the
protection of civilians. This included:

» Sending the Joint High Military Committee, including the command and key
officers of the JSKEF, for a study tour to Rwanda to learn from the country’s
experience integrating security forces and conducting peacebuilding and post-
conflict reconstruction;!*®
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» Conducting a needs assessment for the state-level POC Committees in Darfur
(e.g., mapping out the members and work of each committee, analyzing local
conflict dynamics, investigating the need for additional committees, examining
training needs, and monitoring the capacity of the SAF to respond quickly and
appropriately to reported ceasefire violations) ;"

» Engaging on rule of law issues, police capacity-building, and trust-building
initiatives between communities and law enforcement in Darfur and South
Kordofan;!'®

» Finalizing mission standard operating procedures on early warning (which would
have covered preventative responses by the SAF);'" and

» Carrying out peacebuilding and programming activities across Darfur, South
Kordofan, and Blue Nile, in conjunction with the UN Country Team.

The eruption of armed conflict on April 15, 2023 represented what one person in UNITAMS described
as the practical “death” of UNITAMS’ mandate in supporting government-led protection efforts.'*
The attention of the de facto authorities was fully diverted to the fighting between the SAF and the
RSF, making it impossible for the mission to advance the protection of civilians — particularly with
both sides indiscriminately targeting civilians and civilian infrastructure.

The security situation forced UNITAMS to shift almost entirely to virtual work, with most
international mission personnel relocated to Nairobi. The mission retained a small presence in
Port Sudan, led by the DSRSG/RC/HC, as well as a liaison team in Addis Ababa. '*! In doing so, the
mission had to rely on the nascent groundwork it had laid during the first two years of operations.
Remote human rights monitoring and reporting became a predominant focus for OSCP, while other
protection-related activities also continued, such as the work of the Darfur PCC and the development
of a possible future DDR strategy for Sudan.'*

In June 2023, SRSG Perthes was declared persona non grata by the military government while
outside the country.*® This not only prevented his return to Sudan but froze him out of any political
engagement with Sudan’s de facto authorities. In a September 2023 letter to the Security Council,
Sudan’s authorities threatened to reconsider consent for UNITAMS if Perthes was allowed to brief
the Council.”** The SRSG shortly thereafter offered his resignation based on the government’s
untenable position.

Tensions with Sudan’s authorities culminated in mid-November 2023 when Sudan requested the
Security Council to “immediately terminate UNITAMS,” citing disappointment regarding the
mission’s performance in implementing its mandate.’” On 1 December 2023, the Council agreed
to close the mission, initiating a three-month drawdown process.'* With UNITAMS’ departure,
there is no longer a UN entity in Sudan focused on the comprehensive protection of civilians — a
predominant concern given the enduring nature of the war.
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Part 3: Achievements on Protection

Though UNITAMS’ efforts failed to prevent the war, the mission invested in innovative and useful
initiatives to propel progress forward on the protection of civilians, leading to some positive initial
gains. The below examples provide insights into how special political missions can advance the
protection of civilians, provided conflict parties remain in favor of peace.

In carrying forward its mandate, UNITAMS served as an essential support in operationalizing the state-
level Protection of Civilians (POC) Committees in Darfur. Each POC Committee was formally
established by the respective wali (governor) at the instruction of the national government. By mid-
July 2021, state-level authorities were actively organizing committees, though setup was slowed by
limited funds, resources, and guidance from the federal level. The POC Committees were intended
to serve as a mechanism to advance the protection of civilians in each state, providing an operational
and communication link to Sudan’s National Mechanism for the Protection of Civilians. Furthermore,
these committees aimed to bring together government and security officials with local civil society,
IDPs, and conflict-affected populations, though this was achieved with varying success.'*’

UNITAMS assisted in developing terms of reference for the POC Committees, as well as conducting
trainings on protection of civilians and human rights upon their formation. Had the armed conflict
been avoided, UNITAMS would have continued to build the protection skillset of POC Committee
members, supported each committee by developing action plans for the following two to three years,
and worked with the UN Country Team to solicit necessary funds for logistics management and office
space.'” UNITAMS, in conjunction with the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees,
also initiated a roundtable series to foster dialogue between the POC Committees and civil society
representatives across all five states; however, this activity was put on hold following the coup.'®

Prior to April 2023, POC Committees were functional in El Fasher (North Darfur), El Geneina (West
Darfur), Nyala (South Darfur), and East Darfur, albeit to differing degrees. The committees in Nyala
and East Darfur saw the most progress, with the surrounding environment reaching a higher degree
of stability."*° Some committees, however, acted more like a security committee than one focused on
protecting civilians. In El Geneina, for instance, state authorities established three POC committees,
integrated respectively within the police, SAF, and RSF. Though these committees were originally
conceptualized to include civil society, UNITAMS saw value in supporting them as is and building
out their capacity and membership over time."! The success of the POC Committees, however,
was dependent on the sustained political will of the state host-authorities, which came under heavy
strain with the onset of conflict and fell away with UNITAMS’ closure.
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Secondly, UNITAMS worked to monitor and report on human rights violations, with one to two
human rights officers deployed in El Fasher (covering Darfur), Kadugli (covering the Two Areas), and
Khartoum, respectively. OSCP coordinated its human rights activities through a UN Joint Human Rights
Office with OHCHR, the latter of which commenced operations in Sudan only a few months ahead of
UNITAMS’ deployment.'** This joint approach was adopted to maximize efforts, leverage each entity’s
comparative advantages, and allow for greater collaboration. In this way, UNITAMS was able to focus
predominantly on conflict-related early warning indicators and human rights violations. Additionally,
OSCP was able to utilize OHCHR’s human rights integrated monitoring tool for recording, collating,
and analyzing data.'* In practice, however, the joint approach suffered from imperfect coordination.
One person in the mission noted that at times both OHCHR and the mission reported the same victims
or same violations, leading to duplication."** Following the military coup, UNITAMS paid particular
attention to monitoring and reporting on protests, arrests, and killings that occurred in response to
the unconstitutional change in government,'* engaging in advocacy with authorities as appropriate.'*

Prior to the war, OSCP invested in sensitizing and training human rights defenders, community groups,
local grassroots networks, and civil society organizations across Darfur on early warning indicators
and human rights violations.”” OSCP thereafter linked these civil society actors to the mission’s
Human Rights Incident Monitoring and Analysis Tool (HIMAT). HIMAT was the first platform of its
kind within the UN system to enable civil society actors to report human rights violations, expanding
UNITAMS’ monitoring to areas where it had no operational presence and providing a crucial link
to the mission."*® As of late October 2023, HIMAT had received thousands of human right violation
incident reports, providing a crucial record of alleged perpetrators for future justice and accountability
procedures.’ Following the start of the war, UNITAMS also consulted with Sudanese civil society
organizations and human rights defenders in surrounding countries, to mutually reinforce human
rights monitoring, advocacy, and accountability efforts.'*

Thirdly, UNITAMS’ Police Advisory Unit strengthened the Sudan Police Force’s (SPF) awareness
and understanding of its role in protecting civilians and promoting respect for human rights and gender
responsiveness. Upon its setup in 2021, the Unit assisted the SPF in assessing needs and understanding
its obligations for implementing the national protection of civilians plan in Darfur and the Two Areas,
presenting the assessment to the international community in September 2021."*! The following year,
the Unit increased engagement with the SPF to strengthen their protection of civilians’ capacities
through specialized training and advisory support to its officers in Khartoum and Darfur. This included
the creation and operationalization of a gender desk at SPF’s headquarters in Central Darfur.'*

The Unit also had a Specialized Police Team with expertise on community policing and addressing
SGBV."* The Unit thus focused its capacity-building and training activities with the SPF on
community-oriented policing, responding to SGBV and conflict-related sexual violence, as well
as in one instance transnational and organized crime.'** In this way, the Unit was able to have a
positive impact on SPF protection capacities and community relations, despite its small size.'*
For instance, at a November 2022 workshop organized by UNITAMS, civil society representatives
were able to share their concerns and exchange with the SPF on the newly-developed Community-
Policing Department, and how it would differ from its predecessor in the prior government.'* In
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total, UNITAMS’ Police Advisory Unit delivered between May 2022 and February 2023 four train-
the-trainers sessions, five training courses, eight specialized training sessions, seven workshops, 51
advisory sessions, and eight community awareness-raising initiatives, in collaboration with select
UN agencies. This benefitted 2,001 police personnel, 1,933 community members, 1,500 members of
the JSKF, and four prosecutors in total.'*’

Fourthly, UNITAMS’ organization of the Darfur Permanent Ceasefire Committee (PCC) was
widely cited by those interviewed as one of the most successful mechanisms the mission invested
in. The Darfur PCC was a tripartite mechanism overseen by the Joint High Military Committee,
consisting of a UNITAMS chair, five representatives from the armed struggle movements (one
representative per group), five representatives from Sudan’s main security actors (e.g., police,
SAF, RSF, intelligence), and government observers from Chad and South Sudan. The PCC was
headquartered in El Fasher, with offices later opened in each of the region’s five states. There was
also the aim to establish two field teams for each state office that could investigate alleged violations
and help to defuse tensions at local levels, only escalating upwards if needed, but this element was
never operationalized.'*®

The Darfur PCC mechanism finds its origins in the 2020 Juba Peace Agreement, in which the
parties committed to setting up a committee to serve as a joint ceasefire monitoring, verification,
and implementation mechanism.' In 2021, the civilian-led transitional government requested
UNITAMS’ support in implementing this arrangement. In response, the mission onboarded a retired
general in mid-2021 to serve as the chair of the Darfur PCC,'° initially supported by one advisor
and a few colleagues deployed by UN Headquarters. Given that the mission did not originally have
a budget for ceasefire monitoring, UN personnel assigned to the Darfur PCC operated in a make-
do-with-less scenario, with one individual interviewed recalling that they had to start everything
from scratch, with “only a couple of bodies on the ground.”"! The mission’s work in organizing the
PCC included drafting standard operating procedures, training members on the role and operations
of the mechanism, and raising awareness about pressing gender, human rights, and protection of

civilians issues.!*?

Despite minimal resources, UNITAMS was able to convene the Juba Peace Agreement signatories
and facilitate the regular meeting of the Darfur PCC. The Darfur PCC helped manage relations
between the signatories and de-escalated tensions to prevent the outbreak of violence. Had it been
fully stood up, the Darfur PCC could also have served an early warning function, such as by alerting
signatories, state authorities, and civilians of the buildup of troops in a specific area.'* It is worth
noting, however, that this mechanism did not address intercommunal violence, the dominant type
of violence across Darfur at the time."** Nonetheless, the Darfur PCC was successful in de-escalating
tensions in a variety of situations at the local level, including in facilitating negotiations to keep
the RSF out of El Fasher throughout the mission’s deployment. However, the mechanism’s impact
remained constrained by a limited ability to carry out investigations or even ensure the security of
personnel.’”* Though the Darfur PCC disbanded following UNITAMS’ drawdown,'*® its operations
continued through the first 10 months of the conflict, serving as the only venue where the Juba
Peace Agreement signatories regularly met."’
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A mother and child walk to their shelter in Zamzam camp, North Darfur in 2014. UN Photo/Albert Gonzélez Farran.



Part 4: Emerging Lessons on Protection

UNITAMS’ experience offers an opportunity to reflect on the challenges UN special political
missions may face in holding a host-state to account for ensuring the protection of civilians and in
coordinating protection efforts across a wide range of actors. This section seeks to inform evolving
thought around the future deployment of political missions to contexts where civilians are facing
sustained or elevated risks.

Resourcing Missions to Address Gaps in National Capacity to Protect

Sudan’s National Plan for the Protection of Civilians was originally held up as confirmation that the
transitional government could and would hold up its primary responsibility to protect. The planned
JSKF in Darfur was also expected to provide for the physical protection of civilians, as the region
continued to suffer from volatility. However, Sudan’s host-authorities had insufficient political will,
low capacity, and no resources to implement the National Plan for the Protection of Civilians or
deploy the JSKF in adequate numbers.

In discussing the National Plan for the Protection of Civilians, experts interviewed described the plan
as “all just on paper” and “a shopping list with no budget.”**® At the high-level coordination meeting
for Sudan’s National Mechanism for the Protection of Civilians with international partners in
September 2021, lack of funding was highlighted by the transitional government as a key impediment
to advancing the protection of civilians.'® This issue continued to fester as international assistance
halted following the military coup in October 2021, with the de facto authorities wondering why
UNITAMS could not do more to provide required resources.

Lack of operational overlap between UNAMID and UNITAMS also made it impossible to facilitate a
gradual and sequenced transition between the two missions’ vastly different protection capacities.
UNITAMS was thus unable to fully inherit the relationships or protection mechanisms that UNAMID
had carefully built up over the years. Furthermore, efforts to avoid a protection cliff in Darfur by
transferring a limited number of UNAMID armed police or military to UNITAMS were prevented by
a lack of political support among the Security Council and transitional government.

In considering the deployment of a peace operation where threats to civilians are high, it remains

of utmost importance that the Secretariat clearly ascertain national host-state capacity
and available resources and funds in country for the protection of civilians. Furthermore, it
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is imperative that the Secretariat provide the Security Council with a frank assessment of the
protective environment in each context and elaborate on possible options for how the UN could
effectively support the host-state in fulfilling its responsibility to protect civilians. In doing so, the
Secretariat should outline what different models of peace operations could offer when it comes to
the protection of civilians.

Importantly, a mission that is unable to use force to protect civilians, such as a special political
mission, will be dependent on the host-authorities to do so. As several UNITAMS personnel
reflected, effective protection in a volatile context requires physical deterrents, particularly in areas
that have chronically suffered from conflict.’®® In such a situation, the Security Council should be
confident that either the threat environment does not necessitate the use of force to protect civilians,
or that the host-state or another force operating in parallel can be relied upon to intervene to protect
civilians as needed. Otherwise, there is a risk that a UN mission mandated to support the protection
of civilians could be implicated by any failures of the host-state to protect.

In transitioning between peace operations with different protection capacities, the Security Council
should strategically plan for missions to overlap in duration. Allowing a handover to take place
while both missions are fully resourced will promote stability within the conflict environment and
minimize operational gaps in areas and on issues the follow-on mission will remain engaged. In
this way, the missions can ensure continuity of support for mechanisms that reinforce a peaceful,
protective environment. This would also provide time and space for the transfer of established
relationships with conflict parties and among host-communities, helping to foster trust and avoid the
perception that the former mission is “abandoning” interlocutors. And while such an approach may
be more funding- and resource-intensive in the short-term, enabling a properly resourced handover
would mean there is a higher likelihood that hard-won peace gains can not only be sustained, but
built upon. This approach could also be considered in transitions to non-UN missions.

Furthermore, allowing for meaningful overlap between missions could provide a host-state with
essential support in assuming their primary responsibility to protect. This transitional period could
serve as an opportunity for host-authorities to engage in the full protection of civilians, while UN
uniformed components provide a stabilizing presence and can reinforce state capacity as needed.

Defining Protection

Lack of clarity around the term “civilian protection” in UNITAMS’ mandate translated to diverse
understandings of what it meant within the mission itself. For most UNITAMS personnel
interviewed, “civilian protection” is a poorly defined concept. For example, UNITAMS personnel
interviewed with a peacekeeping background tended to interpret the mission’s protection work as
aligning with the UN Department of Peace Operation’s Protection of Civilians in UN Peacekeeping
Policy, except without the ability to protect civilians through the threat or use of force. In other
words, they viewed UNITAMS’ role as primarily protecting through dialogue and engagement (Tier
1) and helping establish a protective environment (Tier 3). Others interviewed in mission saw
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“civilian protection” as encompassing the specific activities listed in UNITAMS’ mandate, or the list
of action points contained in Sudan’s national protection of civilians plan. The mission’s approach
to the protection of civilians was thus largely guided by the desires of host-authorities and the work
of individual experts in UNITAMS’ OSCP, rather than by clear UN institutional guidance or strategic
direction from mission leadership.

To enhance understanding across political missions and among member states, there is a need for
the UN Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs to develop institutional guidance on
the role and scope for special political missions in advancing the protection of civilians. This
would go a long way in informing both the work of existing political missions and Security Council
thought about the operational role (s) and limits of a special political mission in advancing protection
outcomes. Nonetheless, the Security Council should strive to issue clear expectations in the
mandate, while avoiding being overly proscriptive. A proscriptive approach to protection activities
may contribute to elevated and unrealistic expectations by host-authorities and host-populations;
motivate unnecessary resistance from host-authorities, should the provisions be disliked; as well as
strip the mission of flexibility to change approach in response to developments on the ground. The
Security Council could avoid this trap by instead requesting mission leadership create a multi-year
strategy and plan for how the mission can contribute to desired protection outcomes.

In the case of UNITAMS, the mandated strategic objective of “civilian protection” lacked clarity
about the scope and role for the mission in assisting protection efforts. The opacity of this language
is exacerbated by the wide-ranging nature of protection-related tasks in the mandate. For instance, in
addition to advising and building up the capacity of host-authorities to protect civilians, the Security
Council called for UNITAMS to undertake operational-style protection activities, such as sending out
“mobile monitoring teams,” facilitating “crisis mediation” at local levels, and supporting community
policing initiatives.'*' Such a proscriptive and detailed approach arguably created false expectations
about what the mission could accomplish, especially since the mission was not resourced in a way to
allow implementation of all these activities.

Mainstreaming Protection Across Mission and UN Country Team

Within UNITAMS, the mission’s split structure and lack of cross-coordination at the working level
meant that the political and protection pillars ended up working alongside each other but not in
tandem. The DDR section was particularly impacted by this reality, as it had personnel allocated to
both pillars; counterintuitively, the DDR approach and activities were determined within each pillar,
rather than through a unified approach.'®> As one person in the mission stated, “Quite frankly, I
don’t know what they [ OSCP] were doing; it was a siloed mission.”*** As a consequence, protection
aims were not integrated into the mission’s political work in a strategic manner, leaving a significant
gap in the mission’s approach to protection through dialogue. This may have been remedied in part
by UNITAMS’ proposal of adding in a DSRSG/RC/HC-Political position into the mission structure,
as seen in its 2024 budget,'** granting the SRSG greater capacity to guide both pillars equally.
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In terms of establishing an integrated approach with the UN Country Team on protection, “ ‘One
UN’ talk revealed the height of competition” between agencies, according to one person interviewed
in UNITAMS. UN agencies were allegedly already “falling over each other for funding” to sustain
activities, prior to any discussion about collaborating or de-conflicting programmatic work
on protection and peacebuilding.'®® To mediate these issues, UNITAMS brought in OHCHR
representation and colleagues from the Sudan Team in UN Headquarters in early 2023 to create a
coordinated protection of civilians strategy that each agency could tap into. Disagreement among UN
agencies over perceived proprietary areas of work, such as the sharing of sensitive data, ultimately
prevented consensus on a strategic UN-wide approach to protection in Sudan.'¢

Any future special political mission mandated to support the protection of civilians should
develop a whole-of-mission strategy to take it forward, mirroring the approach adopted in
multidimensional peacekeeping. Such a strategy should set out the mission’s unique approach
to the protection of civilians, identify priority areas and objectives, and establish cross-mission
coordination mechanisms. This would enable all sections within a mission to understand how they
can support achievement of key protection aims, better coordinate protection-related activities
across field locations, and clearly communicate to host-authorities and host-populations the
mission’s intended role in advancing the protection of civilians.

A mission-wide strategy should also be leveraged to guide the development of a joint protection
strategy with the UN Country Team. Rather than starting from a blank page, a mission strategy on
the protection of civilians would ensure there is already a clear vision for UN agencies, funds and
programmes to plug into. In this way, UN agencies could independently evaluate how their own
existing capacities, funding structures, and networks could be leveraged in support, while also
reinforcing the mission’s working relationship with each agency.
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Conclusion

Civilians in Sudan continue to bear the brunt of conflict between the SAF and RSF. And though
this report does not offer solutions to the horrors facing civilians in Sudan, its findings point to the
necessity of centering the protection of civilians in any political or peace process moving forward.
Efforts to create and maintain peace will only be successful if the protection of civilians is prioritized
and enabled by political dialogue. Separating the protection of civilians from the political risks
creating an artificial divide, making it harder to hold conflict parties to account and address the root
causes of conflict.

In any future intervention in country, it is also imperative that a localized, people-centered approach
to protection is adopted. Sudanese civilians remain the most active agents in furthering protection
efforts on the ground, despite exceedingly limited resources and no guarantees to their safety. As
such, any intermediary steps to protect civilians should reinforce and build up mechanisms that are
already contributing to the protection of civilians.

Ultimately, Sudan’s experience demonstrates that a protective environment cannot take root when
conflict parties do not support peace. As a special political mission, UNITAMS was set up to support
government efforts to protect civilians, making it particularly dependent on the host-state. And
while UNITAMS failed to prevent the war, its preliminary achievements suggest that special political
missions can contribute in non-kinetic ways to the protection of civilians, given requisite resources,
the cooperation of host-authorities, and careful management of host-state and host-population
expectations. UNITAMS’ efforts to progress the protection of civilians in country in fact provide
useful examples of how other political missions can further contribute to protection aims, including
by centering civilians in their own protection.

Sudan’s host-authorities, however, did not implement the National Plan for the Protection of
Civilians or deploy the Joint Security-Keeping Force in sufficient numbers in Darfur. UNITAMS thus
had little to no recourse to advance protection aims when host-state cooperation deteriorated and
then fell away with the start of armed conflict, beyond serving as a witness and recorder of abuses
against civilians. And so, while there is scope to utilize the full spectrum of peace operations to
advance the protection of civilians, it remains imperative that each UN peace operation be fit for the
environment in which it deploys.
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Annex 1:

Peace Operations Deployed to Sudan

International Joint Military
Committee/Mission
(JMC/IMM) in the Nuba
Mountains

Type of Mission

Multinational
monitoring and
verification mission

Mandate

Assist with the disengagement of com-
batants and monitor and resolve disputes
relating to alleged violations of the Nuba
Mountains Cease-Fire Agreement.

Deployment

2002-2004

United Nations Advance
Mission (UNAMIS)

UN special political
mission

Facilitate engagement with the conflict
parties and help prepare for the deploy-
ment of a UN peace operation following
the anticipated signing of a Comprehen-
sive Peace Agreement.

2004-2005"%7

African Union Mission in
Sudan (AMIS)

AU peacekeeping
mission

Monitor the ceasefire and peace agree-
ments between the government of
Sudan and rebel groups in Darfur, as well
as serve as a peacekeeping presence in
the region.

2004-2007"¢

United Nations Mission in
the Sudan (UNMIS)

UN peacekeeping
mission

Support implementation of the 2005
Comprehensive Peace Agreement; coor-
dinate the return of displaced persons
and humanitarian assistance; protect and
promote human rights; and assist the
parties with de-mining activities, among
other tasks.

2005-2011

United Nations-African
Union Hybrid Operation in
Darfur (UNAMID)

UN-AU joint peace-
keeping mission

Support the implementation of peace
agreements in Darfur; provide security in
the region [including through the protec-
tion of civilians, monitoring and reporting
violations of the peace agreement(s), and
helping facilitate the disarmament and
disengagement of armed groups]; sup-
port good governance, rule of law, and
human rights in Darfur; and help ensure
the delivery of humanitarian assistance.

2007-2020

United Nations Interim
Security Force for Abyei
(UNISFA)

UN peacekeeping
mission

Monitor and verify the movement of
armed forces away from the Abyei Area,
protect civilians under imminent threat
of violence, and facilitate the delivery of
humanitarian assistance.

2011-present

United Nations Integrated
Transition Assistance
Mission in Sudan
(UNITAMS)

UN special political
mission

Assist with the political transition pro-
cess; provide support to peace processes
and the implementation of related peace
agreements; help facilitate peacebuilding,
“civilian protection,” and rule of law, with
a focus on Darfur and the Two Areas; and
support the mobilization of international
economic and development aid for Su-
dan, as well as coordinate humanitarian
assistance in country.

2020-2023
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Annex 2:
UNITAMS’ Budget and Staffing by Year

Proposed
Budget

by the
Secretary-
General

Appropriation
by the Fifth
Committee

Amount
UNITAMS
Spent

Proposed Staff
Numbers by the
Secretary-General

Actual Staff
Numbers

military observers™4

2020 - $2,635,400'%° $1,420,0007° 31 temporary Not reported

(20 July-31 positions through

December) 30 September and
60 temporary
positions through
31 December”

2021 $34,327,3007 | $34,070,400'3 $30,362,60074 269 civilian 157 civilian
personnel and 21 personnel7®
individual police
officers'”s

2022 $45,506,7007 | $56,319,6007° $56,649,0007° | 270 civilian 215 civilian
personnel and 30 personnel, 17
UN police officers™ | police officers,

and 17 military
observers™®

2023 $66,562,100®2 | $66,128,000'3 Not yet 356 civilian 245 civilian

reported personnel, personnel, 2
42 UN police police, and 11
offices, and 28 military

observers™®s
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