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SPECIAL REPORT Abyei Food Security Assessment April 2013 

Food security concerns heighten as October referendum approaches 

KEY MESSAGE 
 

 The influx of the returning population to Abyei is likely to 
create increased needs and exceed the capacity of current 
levels of intervention. For the over 60,000 people displaced 
from fighting that erupted in Abyei between 2008 and 2011, 
access and availability to foods and markets has been limited. 
Given the current price of cereals higher than prior to the 
displacement, poor households south of the River Kiir have 
expanded their livelihood strategies, employed only in times 
of severe food insecurity. North of the River Kiir, cultivation 
has not been possible, putting a further strain on their 
livelihoods. In Abyei area, basic services are minimal and 
insufficient for the continuous influx of returnees as fighting 
has diminished and security has improved. This group is 
expected to rely heavily on the host community for food. It is 
likely, given the widespread displacement and its effects, that 
food consumption gaps will be extensive going into the lean 
season. Currently, most of the poor households are facing 
Crisis (IPC Phase 3) acute food insecurity outcomes.
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Humanitarian assistance will need to increase to keep up with 
rising needs. 

CONTEXT 
 

 Abyei is a contested border area of Sudan and South Sudan. The 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement called for the 
January 2011 referendum that gave rise to the current Republic of South Sudan, along with a separate simultaneous 
referendum to determine whether Abyei would remain part of Sudan or join the new nation. Fighting between the two 
countries subsequently took place in 2008 and again in 2011, resulting in population displacement and disruption of 
livelihoods. Sudan and South Sudan agreed to reschedule the Abyei referendum for October 2013.  

 

 More than 100,000 people were displaced in June 2011 when the Sudan Armed Forces (SAF) occupied Abyei. Houses 
were set ablaze and properties were looted during the attack. Most IDPs settled in Agok and Twic Counties in Warrap 
state in South Sudan. Since the displacement, the IDPs have depended on humanitarian assistance, including food. 
Improved security and the anticipated referendum have prompted the IDPs to begin returning to Abyei area. 

 

 A food security assessment was conducted by FEWS NET in February 2013 to anticipate their impact on the food 
security situation as Abyei prepares for an influx of returnees in advance of the October referendum. This assessment 
sought to determine the impact of the mass population return on the currently scarce resources in Abyei. Focus was 
placed on understanding current staple food market functioning including physical market accessibility, the status of 
infrastructure/road networks, and food availability and supply sources. Attention was also given to determining the 
impact of displacement on current livestock, and households’ livelihood opportunities and coping mechanisms.  

                                                 
1 The IPC scale represents acute food insecurity outcomes relevant for emergency decision-making. It does not necessarily reflect chronic food insecurity. 

Visit www.fews.net/foodinsecurityscale for more on this scale. 

Figure 1. Abyei area map, 2013 

 

Source: Africa Confidential and FEWS NET 

http://www.fews.net/foodinsecurityscale
http://www.africa-confidential.com/news
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CURRENT SITUATION 

 

 A significant portion of the population previously displaced from fighting in 2008 and 2011 is returning to Abyei area. 
IDPs started returning to Abyei after the deployment of United Nations Interim Security Force for Abyei (UNISFA) in 
June 2011. From that time through February 2013, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) tracked and 
registered more than 60,000 people returning from Warrap and Northern Bahr el Ghazal states. Some 40,000 settled 
south of the River Kiir and 20,000 north of the River Kiir. In addition to the 1,500 organized returnees from Western 
Bahr el Ghazal, IOM registered approximately 17,000 people who voluntarily returned to Abyei area between 
November 2012 and January 2013.  

 

 The Messeriya nomads have altered their usual migration and are attempting to move south to Unity and Northern 
Bahr el Ghazal state in search of pasture and water. The security situation is currently calm, particularly in areas south 
of the River Kiir, but tensions remain north of the River Kiir due to the presence of Messeriya nomads and their 
livestock. Currently, animal conditions are average, but pastures and water sources have declined in areas north of the 
River Kiir. As a result, the Messeriya continue to migrate south. To avert a conflict with the native Dinka Ngok, the 
United Nations Interim Force for Abyei (UNISFA) created a demilitarized buffer zone in the northern part of Abyei to 
prevent further movement south, thereby enabling livestock access to grazing areas and reducing conflict among the 
herders. 

 

 Food prices are high in the Abyei area due to limited market supply from restricted cross-border trade with Sudan, as 
well as high transportation and transaction costs associated with importing goods from East Africa. Weekly markets 
in Abyei area operate, but staple cereals, principally sorghum and maize, are extremely scarce, especially in Abyei 
town. Other staple foods available in Abyei include wheat flour, onions, and sugar, yet in very small quantities. In Agok 
(Anniet market), cereals such as sorghum and maize are available. Retail cereal prices started increasing in February in 
Abyei and Anniet due to declining household stocks following a period of relative price stability since the last harvest in 
October 2012. Generally, current prices are understood to be higher than the long-term average, but lower than their 
respective February 2012 levels.
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KEY FINDINGS 
 

 Impacts from displacement: Although temporarily displaced as fighting erupted in Abyei between 2008 and 2011, 
some 40,000 people from areas south of the River Kiir returned home after the security situation stabilized, some of 
whom managed to cultivate during the 2012 agricultural season. Food access improved temporarily following the 
harvest of long maturing sorghum in December 2012 and January 2013. Production levels, however, were below 
average as only a small minority was able to cultivate due to a lack of agricultural tools. Food security conditions in 
these areas are currently relatively stable for households south of River Kiir, where the main crops cultivated included 
sorghum, maize, sesame, and some vegetables. Though there continues to be a constant flow of people returning from 
the neighboring states of Western and Northern Bahr el Gahzal and Warrap. 
 
The remaining 20,000 households displaced from areas north of the River Kiir had not returned to their homesteads 
until recently and were not able to cultivate their land. These households have no food supply and will rely heavily on 
the host community, food assistance, and on markets for food. They remain more vulnerable to livelihoods deficits and 
food gaps. Given the prevailing security situation and ongoing tensions, they will require assistance until the next 
harvest in August/September 2013. Any further displacement of the Abyei population will deprive them from re-
establishing their livelihoods and worsen their food security situation. 
 

 Markets: Given the scarcity of staple cereals, along with limited quantities of other available goods, food prices are 
higher than before the displacement in 2007/2008. The price of a malwa (3.5Kg) of sorghum, for example, increased 
from SSP 5 before the displacement in February 2008 to SSP 20 in February 2012, and then decreased to SSP 9 in 
February 2013 following the relative stability in the area. Most goods (foods and non-food) in Abyei are imported from 
Kadugli (South Kordofan), while staple foods are mostly locally produced in Agok (Anniet market). Food assistance and 

                                                 
2 Complete historical price data is not available to calculate a five-year average. However, data included here is continuously updated through key 
informants and locally-based sources.  



SPECIAL REPORT Abyei Food Security Assessment April 2013 

 

 

Famine Early Warning Systems Network  
 3 

other goods come from Warrap, Northern and Western Bahr el Ghazal states, and from Uganda through Juba. Prior to 
February, goods including wheat flour, rice, sugar, cooking oil, salt, and onions were imported through informal means 
from El Obeid (North Kordofan, Sudan) through Mayom county (Unity, South Sudan) to Abyei because of the existing 
trade embargo. Tensions along the border around Abyei in December 2012 and January 2013 restricted the flow of 
goods even further, particularly from Sudan to South Sudan. Such market disruptions, compounded by insecurity and 
lack of cultivation, have strained livelihoods and made the availability and accessibility of goods since 2011 significantly 
limited.  
 

 Livelihoods: In Abyei area, basic services and livelihoods are also limited. Currently, there are no functioning 
government institutions. Basic services such as schools, health facilities, and water availability are insufficient. Poor 
households have increased their sale of grasses, charcoals, livestock, along with fishing and collection of wild fruits, all 
of which are sources of income. Many households have employed these as coping strategies during times of severe 
food insecurity. Yet, due to both insecurity and limited movement and access to forest products in areas to the north, 
these coping strategies are only possible for those south of the River Kiir.  

 

 Food security situation. The signing of the Implementation Matrix (March 2013) has eased tensions. Informal trade is 
increasing, despite high prices that continue to compromise households’ food access and consumption levels. In 2011, 
an assessment estimated that 20 percent of the population in Abyei had poor food consumption and 38 percent were 
borderline in food consumption (FSMS, April 2011). It is likely, given the extensive displacement and its effects, such as 
the lack of functioning institutions in Abyei over the past two years, that food consumption gaps will be greater as the 
lean season approaches (June to September) than in 2011.  

 

 Humanitarian assistance: The majority of returnees in Abyei have been supported by humanitarian agencies thus far. 
The World Food Programme (WFP) and partners provided food assistance to more than 78,000 returnees during the 
repeated displacements. Voluntary returnees not registered with WFP reported not having received assistance since 
returning to the area. Humanitarian assistance is planned, and interventions are ongoing and expected to continue as 
long as the IDPs and returnees are still in need. However, mass movement of Abyei IDPs ahead of the proposed 
referendum is anticipated. This increased influx of IDPs is likely to create sudden additional needs on the meager 
resources currently available in the area. If this happens, needs will increase beyond the current capacity by 
humanitarian actors.  

 
ISSUES TO MONITOR 
 

 Continuing returnees/displaced populations: An estimated additional 30,000 Abyei IDPs are expected to return from 
neighboring Warrap, Northern and Western Bahr el Ghazal states between March and June. This is likely to increase 
levels of food insecurity because of further strain on already weak services and inability for people to meet their 
livelihoods needs.  

 

 Food prices: Although a small proportion of the population in Abyei cultivated in 2012, locally produced sorghum and 
maize from within Abyei and the surrounding areas were available in the Abyei market during the time of the 
assessment. Other food commodities were imported. Due to restrictions on cross-border trade between Sudan and 
South Sudan, accompanied by high transaction costs, prices are expected to continue to increase through the lean 
season until July. High food prices are expected to limit poor households’ food access and compromise their health. 

 

 Humanitarian assistance: Humanitarian agencies are expected to continue supporting returnees as they reach Abyei. 
Currently, the end of the dry season alleviates the logistical challenge of access and enables agencies to respond more 
easily, particularly to the needs of refugees and the displaced. However, as the rainy season quickly approaches 
(April/May to September/October) and the October referendum draws closer, the importance for humanitarian 
agencies to anticipate considerable needs and preposition assistance remains high.  
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