South Sudan's future: Now for the hard part
The January referendum confirms that South Sudan will become a sovereign country. But it will struggle to prosper 
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MARY LONOS digs ten tiny fingers into her mother’s plump breast and greedily twists the nipple into her toothless mouth. She was born two months ago on the dusty floor of a mud hut in remote South Sudan, far from medical help. The region is the size of France but has only a handful of midwives. One mother in seven dies in childbirth, more than anywhere else in the world. But Mary’s parents seem almost oblivious to misery. They have covered pools of blood from the birth with a thin layer of earth and are toasting their daughter with cups of cloudy water.

Life in Lirya, a collection of huts among lumpy hills covered in shrub, has improved markedly since a 2005 peace deal. Regional leaders and the Sudanese government ended five decades of civil war that drove the town’s 1,000 residents into the hills. One by one, they have returned. Aid agencies are digging new wells and installing pumps; the inhabitants hope to cultivate their fields again. A brick church without a spire was built last year, and the first shops in the town’s history have opened in tin shacks.

Mary’s parents expect life to improve further. January 30th saw the final results of an independence referendum on South Sudan held under UN auspices. Nearly 99% of southerners, who are Christian and animist, voted for separation from Sudan’s Muslims, who live mainly in the north and dominate the government. In addition to permanent peace, the southerners hope to gain a bigger say in their own affairs and a greater share of the region’s mineral wealth. “Having our own state will make everything better,” says Mary’s father. 

But will it? The new country, which is likely to be called South Sudan, faces many hurdles. The biggest is a shocking lack of public services. At the moment southerners are loyal mostly to belligerent tribal chiefs, not the nascent government that led the fight for independence. That government will win the trust of its citizens, and with it permanent peace, only when it starts visibly caring for them. That will not be easy.

South Sudan occupies one of the least developed and most remote parts of Africa. Many of its 8m-14m inhabitants—nobody knows the exact number—live in unmapped lands. The whole region has perhaps 100km (62 miles) of paved roads, half in the capital, Juba, and the other half on Chinese-run oilfields. The few existing dirt roads between settlements are littered with potholes, some so big that cars disappear into them. Large parts of South Sudan can be reached only by helicopter—or on foot. As one official wonders, “How to administer a territory you cannot visit?”
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One million southerners are so poor that they need food aid—yet they rarely get enough to eat. All electricity comes from private generators, but the supply of fuel is irregular. Water is hard to get. In the capital men line up beside the Nile at sunrise to fill yellow jerry cans. Only 30% of the population has access to health care, most of it supplied by western agencies. Hospitals are extremely rare. Even large towns must make do with meagre dispensaries and most lack doctors. One baby in six dies before his or her first birthday.

For those who survive, things are looking up a bit. South Sudan has made some progress in education in the six years since the peace deal, a period otherwise squandered. With foreign help, new schools have been built—some in brick, though in many cases blackboards are simply nailed to trees. On paper, school enrolment has gone up sharply. But only 10% of enrolled pupils complete their studies, and only one teacher in seven has proper training. Some estimates reckon a mere 500 girls a year finish primary education. A South Sudanese girl is more likely to die in childbirth than to learn to read and write.

Wealth on the hoof
Some South Sudanese have clearly benefited from six years of peace. Helped by light regulation, small private businesses have sprung up: motorbike-taxi firms, shops selling milkshakes, stalls charging mobile-phone batteries for people without access to a generator. But bigger companies are almost all owned by foreigners, mainly Kenyans and Ugandans. South Sudanese see little of the profit: they lack experience and access to capital, and many of them cannot even add up. That is a shame, because there are plenty of opportunities, especially in the countryside.

Large parts of South Sudan are invitingly fertile. Farmers could grow grain, sugar cane, coffee, tea and tropical fruits for canning. Few do. Most concentrate on raising cows, and not even for slaughter. Some 11m head of cattle wander the south, possibly more numerous than people, but beef sold in markets is usually imported.

Cattle are a cultural touchstone for most South Sudanese. Horned herds are a status symbol, a way of storing wealth in a land without a banking system, and the main currency in which dowries are paid. No matter how poor they are, people try to hold on to their beasts.

That would be fine if they could monetise what lies below the hooves. South Sudan has minerals galore: gold, copper, iron ore and more, largely unexplored. The only natural resource tapped thus far is oil, of which the south has quite a bit (6.7 billion barrels in proven reserves, or a 40th of Saudi Arabia’s pool). But oil creates few jobs, and revenues go directly to officials.

Much hope for promoting private enterprise rests with the diaspora. Millions fled during the civil war, and a growing number are making small loans from afar to local businesses. Others return in person, bringing skills and capital. A notable example is Valentino Achak Deng, whose flight from Sudan as a “Lost Boy” was chronicled in the bestselling book “What is the What”. He is back from America and investing in his home town, Marial Bai. 

Yet the arrival of exiles is a double-edged sword. More than 100,000 have come since October, more are likely to follow, and UN staff fret that they are taxing resources in the south. Most of them come from the north, especially Khartoum, where they are barely tolerated. Resentment stored up in exile may create an uncomfortable climate for the northern traders who, for decades, have been a vital part of the southern economy. Some have left already, fearing attacks. A forced exodus would undermine private enterprise, perhaps even peace itself.

Conflict with the north has dominated South Sudan since 1956. Sudan’s colonial masters, the British, lumped Christian southerners together with Muslim northerners to form Africa’s largest country. Whenever the south became restive in subsequent decades, the ruling north would either inflict punishment or support renegades there. The north provided few public services, even after the peace pact of 2005, which was meant to give the government in Khartoum a chance to convince southerners of the benefits of unity. 

Divvying up the loot
With a divorce now virtually certain, the two sides must contemplate a division of assets. First they must mark the border, the longest in Africa. That need not be a huge problem: both sides have agreed to stick to the border left behind by the British and, where land occupied by north or south is on the wrong side, they could agree to a swap. More important than the exact line is the nature of the border. Both sides would like it to be “soft” to allow for the free flow of goods and people. Ideally, they would create a demilitarised zone, but the UN has no wish to patrol it. Instead, a rapid-reaction force could be formed. If it fails to keep the peace, the border may end up more rigid than either side wants.

The trickiest part of the border dispute centres on the region of Abyei. Two years ago, and again in January, it saw vicious fighting. Burned-out vehicles and collapsed houses dot the landscape. Muslim cattlemen from further north believe they have grazing rights in the Kiir river valley. The northern government supports them. Oilfields below the verdant pastures have a lot do with it. “What Khartoum wants is black, not green,” says a southern general. Under the peace deal of 2005, Abyei was supposed to have its own referendum to decide which side its mainly Christian residents will join. But northern rigidity made that impossible. Now a deal must be done.

The existence of oil so near the border might be thought a catastrophe for Sudan. War seems to follow oil as if by a law of nature. But in this case, oil could be the lubricant that keeps the peace process going.

Not many of Sudan’s oilfields are disputed, as in Abyei. Most are solidly in the south. But the south is landlocked. At the moment it can export oil only down a pipeline that goes through the north to Port Sudan. The two sides need each other, and have shared revenues for years. In the south 98% of the government budget comes from oil; in the north it is about half.

The current sharing arrangement, designed for a single sovereign country, is likely to change after secession. The south may start paying the north hefty transfer fees instead of splitting revenues. If the two sides cannot agree, the old arrangement could continue for a while by default. The joker in the pack is a southern plan for a new pipeline to Kenya, cutting out the north. Yet foreign advisers in Juba have publicly doubted that the plan is viable. A sigh of relief was heard in Khartoum.

Future fighting between north and south cannot be discounted. But the more likely source of violence now is an internal conflict in the south. Tribal loyalties are fierce, arms flow freely, army units are fractured and cattle-raiding is rampant. Most of the fighting of late has been between southern groups; there is less and less evidence of northern involvement. The south has to learn to take responsibility for itself.

A welcome step is the creation of a police force separate from the brutish bush fighters in the army. The first 5,000 recruits have just graduated from a new police academy. Meanwhile, renegade militias have been brought back into the fold with promises of government cash.

No blood, no job
To make peace permanent, however, South Sudan needs a fully functioning government. The ruling Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) is dominated by semi-literate military figures. A few educated technocrats have been drafted in and some ministers are impressive. But the talent pool is shallow, and many of the hardened generals resent outsiders. “Did you fight?” they ask. No blood, no job.

Half of the civil servants lack primary education. Those who can read and write often lack the essentials for doing their jobs. A frustrated official theatrically opens his empty desk drawers. “Look, we don’t even have pens and paper,” he says. Ministries are reasonably well funded and the UNDP is working hard to train experts. But the rest of the government so far exists mainly on organisation charts.

The SPLM’s democratic credentials are no better than its administrative skills. Elections last year were hardly a model of democracy. Few opposition figures won seats in the parliament; like so many liberation movements in Africa, the SPLM finds it hard to tolerate dissidents. Senior figures like Luka Biong, a minister, acknowledge as much and claim to want change. In October the government invited opposition parties to a joint congress on the future of the state. Some parties may even be asked to join an interim government after independence is declared, probably on July 9th, but real power will remain out of their reach for at least a generation.

The media are no better off. The government controls a lot. The UN finances a popular radio station, but independent newspapers have a hard time finding readers. More powerful as a counterweight to the SPLM are the churches, both Catholic and Protestant. Priests, who are highly respected in South Sudan, co-operate with the government, though not unreservedly. As organisers they do so well that the government at times appears resentful.

The most sensitive subject the priests have tackled is corruption. Some claim that the acronym used by the government of South Sudan (GOSS) stands for “government of self-service”. A great deal of pocket-stuffing goes on. The Dinka, the biggest tribe, run the SPLM and get most of the spoils. Other tribes, like the Nuer, maintain their own patronage networks. Ministries are run for the benefit of their employees, of whom there are far too many.

Salva Kiir, the regional president and secession leader, has proved adept at balancing the tribes and consulting everyone. In part that is because this tired old Dinka fighter has few ambitions left. After independence—taking his people to the “promised land”, as he puts it—he would like to retire. Alas, none of the men around him seems capable of holding the fragile patchwork of tribes together, so he may well be persuaded to stay on. 

What happens if Mr Kiir’s government performs badly is another matter. South Sudan would not be the first African state to fail, but it may do so more spectacularly than most. Oil, tribalism, corruption, ubiquitous arms and many newly retired guerrillas are a combustible mix. The civil war between north and south killed 2m people. A rapid return to civil strife does not look likely at present. But in the longer run few observers sound confident that South Sudan will be harmonious. 

