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Political landscape 
Historically, South Sudan’s political landscape is charac-
terised by factional politics within the state, that prey on 
intercommunal tensions, livelihood grievances and histori-
cal disputes. This pattern is made possible by a persistent 
leadership problem that entails a gap between leaders and 
followers. Leaders pursue state positions and resources 
at the expense of responding to the needs and problems 
of ordinary citizens. This fractured leadership process has 
resulted in fractured state-society relations that continues 
today. The R-ARCSS, while it has maintained a fragile peace 
due to the timing of the agreement and regional pressures,2  
does not address this problem. Rather, it exacerbates it by 
broadening access to the state for political elites in an un-
sustainable manner.

Any mapping of conflict parties and political players in the 
South Sudanese context reveals a series of factional break-
aways and defections which, in most cases, are driven by 
interpersonal disputes between leaders, most often linked 
to infighting over political positions. No single leader or party 
commands widespread support, or is secure in their posi-
tion. Dr. Riek Machar’s position is tenuous at best, with the 
SPLM/A-IO regularly losing factions since the war started 
in 2013. His initial ability to raise support was driven less by 
his leadership than Nuer support for existing militia groups 
and leaders who were already mobilising.3  President Salva 
Kiir’s power is maintained through coercion, patronage, and 
the loyalty of ‘power brokers within South Sudan’s main se-
curity institutions’.4  Meanwhile, rumours about his ill health 
and succession grow.5  The leader of the South Sudan Unit-
ed Front/Army (SSUF/A), Paul Malong, broke away from 
government over such a succession dispute. Of the other 
armed groups, the South Sudan Opposition Alliance (SSOA) 
coalition that signed the R-ARCSS have little uniting them 
and many leaders of these groups (such as Peter Gadet) 
appear to be pursuing individual political interests.6  Smaller 
groups and local leaders also continue to fuel inter-commu-
nal violence. Most notable recently include sub-ethnic dis-
putes within the Dinka community between the Twik and 

Ngok Dinka, the spiritual leader Gai Maciek advocating for 
Nuer-driven violence, farmer-herder conflicts in Equatoria 
that were sparked by the 2021 flooding, and the ongoing vi-
olence between Murle, Nuer and Dinka peoples in Jonglei. 

The division between the political disputes at national lev-
el, and the complex livelihood and social disputes driving 
violence at the local level, is clear. While the R-ARCSS re-
sponds to the first, the persistence of the latter maintains 
fertile ground for perpetual widespread violence should the 
elite pact prevail. This division between state-level peace-
making and the necessary national peacebuilding needs to 
be addressed to move beyond the current tenuous peace 
towards sustainable peace. This is necessary to also en-
sure that any elections held in the future support the nation 
building project. To do this, state-society relations need to 
be remedied, through greater accountability of leaders to 
their constituents and greater influence of the populace on 
leadership.

Civic space
To remedy state-society relations, the civic space in South 
Sudan needs to be opened. Currently, the South Sudanese 
government and its branches, such as the National Security 
Service (NSS), is known to restrict and repress criticism. 
This pattern is a legacy of the liberation movement, which 
also did not tolerate dissent, and gathered support through 
defeating or co-opting the competition.7  For elections to be 
successful, and for South Sudan to move beyond a series 
of elite pacts that form and break in perpetuity, conversation 
must be permitted to allow for the South Sudanese people 
to form their vision of the country, select leaders who will 
pursue this vision, and hold them accountable when they 
do not. This is also necessary to rebuild trust and pursue 
nation-building. Due to the long history of conflict in the na-
tion, societal trust is in short supply. This is compounded 
by severe trauma. In one study, 40.7% of the population 
in South Sudan was said to meet the criteria for probable 
PTSD8. A dearth of societal trust is likely to provide the cir-
cumstances for more volatile elections. 
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National Security Services
The R-ARCSS requires review particularly in juxtaposition to 
the National Security Services Act of 2014. Despite the pres-
ident’s agreement to the justice minister’s recommendation 
to parliament to remove the agency’s authority to arrest and 
detain suspects in February 2023, the bill was approved 
on 3 July 2024. The Bill revokes sections 54: Arrest with-
out warrant, and 55: arrest with warrant. However, it gives 
the Security Services the authority to arrest citizens under 
emergency circumstances, when a “person is suspected of 
broad “crimes against the state”.9 Amnesty International ex-
trapolates that section 57, interpreted together with section 
13(15) – reading “Arrest and detain suspects in accordance 
with the provisions of this Act in crimes related to National 
Security”– suggests that the agency can both arrest and 
hold suspects in custody.10 As such, the recommendation is 
for the Bill to completely remove any provisions that relate 
to the agency’s ability and authority to arrest people. 

Government transparency and accountability 
in the management of resources
The management of land, oil and water has been a con-
tentious issue throughout the civil wars experienced by the 
country (from 1955 – 1972, 1983 – 2005, and 2013 – 2018, 
respectively) causing declining trust between the state, rival 
politico-military elites and society. Although South Sudan’s 
resource diplomacy has been beneficial for the elite pact, 
approximately 86% of the population need water, energy 
and food. Part of the conversation regarding successful 
elections and the evolution of the type and quality of gov-
ernance must address the management of oil revenues in 
accordance with the R-ARCSS as a key to addressing the 
leadership problem.11  

Media
In February 2023, media houses – Sudans Post and Radio 
Tamazuj – were not able to access their social media ac-
counts on Facebook and Twitter due to alleged cyberattacks, 

that activists have attributed to the NSS.12 Similarly, on 10 
January 2024, the Jonglei Civil Society Network issued an 
appeal to the former governor of Jonglei state, H.E. Denay 
Jock Chagor, for the repeal of the public information control 
policy by the Ministry of Information and Communication 
following a circular issued by the ministry.13 The letter report-
ed the policy as a contravention to the Right of Access to 
Information Act 2013, which makes provision for the right to 
access information as a key tool to exercising human rights 
and freedoms. 

Education
To develop a robust and sustainable democracy, an educated 
population and societal trust is essential. The United Nations 
Children’s Fund estimates that 70% of South Sudanese chil-
dren are out of school.14 A study titled ‘Is Education a Path-
way to Fostering Civicness and a Resilient Social Contract 
in Africa? The Case of South Sudan’,15 finds that education 
contributes to sustainable peace wherein students become 
key political stakeholders promoting a robust and resilient 
social contract. Further, the study indicates that disparities 
in education provision may contribute to violent conflict. The 
researchers conducted 191 interviews with students to ex-
plore the role of education in forging a resilient social con-
tract. Of the 191 interviewees, 65% reported that they had 
lost trust in other ethnic groups in comparison to the period 
before independence, and a mere 15% stated more trust in 
other ethnic groups during the same time period.  Further, 
82% of the students attributed the main cause of violent 
conflict in South Sudan to tensions in the ruling party and 
the breakaway of factions in both the ruling party and oppo-
sition. When asked about whether the students knew about 
R-ARCSS, 96% affirmed knowledge of the agreement. The 
authors observed that the students were more knowledge-
able of the political situation and the peace agreement in 
comparison to the general public.16 This is indicative of the 
role that education plays in public knowledge and participa-
tion in political processes that govern everyday life. 
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Recommendations
Despite R-ARCSS ending, political and societal tensions 
persist. Restructuring the political space means that political 
leadership in South Sudan – which is heavily influenced by 
the dependence of the elite pact on oil revenue – should be 
altruistic, instead of self-serving. Efforts to facilitate peace-
making at the national level and national peacebuilding at 
the local level will require the following interventions: 

To ensure government transparency and  
accountability: 
All parties to the R-ARCSS must work towards imple-
menting outstanding measures of the peace agreement. 
Regional and international actors that have contributed to 
the R-ARCSS should hold conflict parties accountable for 
implementing the peace agreement and opening the civic 
space. For example, all oil transfers should be paid into a 
single, official oil revenue account to ensure the transparen-
cy of the oil economy. Similarly, payments made to South 
Sudan should be disclosed and recorded into the official ac-
count. On the regulation front, South Sudan should expand 
the scope of regulation to enhance transparency by ensur-
ing disclosure from commodity firm insurance brokers and 
bankers. This will ensure prudent tracking of financial flows. 

To enable media operations to function with-
out interference, and to ensure the accounta-
bility and reform of the security sector:  
The government of South Sudan, and all persons and in-
stitutions exercising authority across South Sudan, should 
desist any form of intimidation or repression of civil society 
and media organisations. The NSSs power to arrest should 

be removed completely, detention sites should be closed, 
and detainees handed over to law enforcement for fair trial. 
As part of the transition of the NSS, and in efforts towards 
reconciliation, officers involved in human rights abuses and 
those who have been involved in the detention of citizens 
should be held accountable. Lastly, to ensure that securi-
ty, defence and policing agencies should operate according 
to their respective mandates, with an oversight body em-
ployed to ensure accountability. 

To bridge the gap between citizens who 
have had access to education and to provide 
support for the impact of conflict on mental 
health: 
Humanitarian and civil society organisations should provide 
psycho-social and educational support to the South Suda-
nese society, including trauma counselling and civic educa-
tion. 
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