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I. Background of Beja and Beja Congress 
The Beja are ethnically non-Arab people consisting of the Hadendowa, the Amar’ar, the Beni-
Amer, and the Bishariyyn tribes.1 They live mainly in the eastern region of Sudan which includes 
Kassala, Red Sea, and Al Qadarif states. The Beja Congress formed in 1958 and became a 
political party in 1965.2 They called for a “fairer distribution of resources” and“devolution of 
power to all regions”.3 Over subsequent decades, the Beja Congress lacked adequate 
representation in government. They were banned, along with all other political parties, during 
the 1958 military coup4 and, again, in 1989 after the National Islamic Front coup which brought 
the current regime to power.5 In 1995, the Beja Congress joined the National Democratic 
Alliance (“NDA”), campaigning for political autonomy and improving the welfare of its people.6 
Denied political representation, the Beja Congress resorted to armed struggle.7 
 
By the time of the Cairo Peace Talks in 2004, the Beja Congress believed the goals of the people 
in the east of Sudan were inadequately represented by the NDA leadership.8 Consequently, the 
following year, the Eastern Sudanese Front (“Eastern Front”) was created through an alliance 
between the Beja Congress and the Rashaida Free Lions.9  

 
II. Conflict and Attempts at Peace in the Last Decade 
The Beja Congress continues to call for fair representation for the eastern region and for the 
Beja people which it believes has endured decades of marginalisation. One of the most 
memorialised events in Beja Congress history was at Port Sudan in 2005; an area that is home 
to many Beja people10 and a large hub for foreign trade.11Government special forces attacked a 
peaceful demonstration by the Beja Congress, resulting in more than 20 deaths and 150 arrests 
of Beja Congress members.12 Subsequently, the Beja Congress attacked oil pipelines, since the 
unfair distribution of oil revenues is a contentious issue in Sudan.13 Peace talks between the 
Eastern Front and the government of Sudan commenced in June 2006 and resulted in the 
Eastern Sudan Peace Agreement (“ESPA”).14 
 
However, implementation of the ESPA has moved at a slow pace, if at all, fomenting discontent 
and instability.15 Member groups of the Eastern Front have been breaking off and joining other 
rebel factions. In January 2011, a “splinter group” of the Eastern Front, known as Federal 
Alliance of Eastern Sudan (“FAES”) merged with the Justice and Equality Movement (“JEM”), a 
large Darfur rebel group.16 They seek an end to domination by the National Congress Party, the 
current government led by President Omar Al-Bashir.17 Additionally, in November 2011, a UK-
based faction of the Beja Congress announced it was joining the Sudan Revolutionary Front 
(“SRF”), an alliance of various armed opposition groups.18 Some groups have been calling for a 
separate state and even for restoration of the “Greater Beja Kingdom”.19  
 
III. Human Rights and Humanitarian Concerns in Eastern Sudan 
Eastern Sudan has received less attention from the media, decision-makers and researchers 
than Sudan’s other regions, despite serious and deteriorating humanitarian conditions. There is 
sparse information on the region in comparison to other parts of Sudan. However, as the recent 



International Crisis Group report20 shows, the situation in Sudan has not improved in ten years. 
Dr. AbuAmna, a Beja leader and human rights activist, has stated to this author:  
 

“…the most basic right is the right to live. For this, one needs food, water, healthy 
environment and shelter. In eastern Sudan, even these basic rights are not available. 
The people live under constant famine conditions without enough food, water, 
education, and community health. The morbidity and mortality rates are the highest in 
the country, probably in the whole world.” 

 
A. Concerns Specific to Beja People 
 
Marginalisation 
The Beja people believe they have been continually marginalised and oppressed by the 
government in Sudan. They are considered a minority community at risk by Minority Rights 
Group International; Sudan ranks second of the 70 countries where minorities are considered 
under threat.21 The Beja maintain this marginalisation takes the form of a policy of 
“Arabisation” by the Sudanese regime.22 Beja people have reported suppression of the Beja 
language with complete lack of television, books, or radio in the Beja language.23 The 
government also prohibits the Beja Club, a local place for Beja people to meet, from keeping 
books written in the Beja language.24 
 
Employment and Land 
The Beja people have reported discrimination in matters of employment, for instance, at the 
harbor in Port Sudan.25 They report that workers are brought in from Khartoum and given 
higher wages than Beja employees.26 Unemployed Beja receive no government assistance,27 
living in slums where the walls of their “homes” are constructed of wood fragments and 
fabric.28 There is also the issue of illegal land occupation: the Beja claim they are losing their 
land to “mechanised agricultural schemes”, disrupting their livelihoods and pushing them to 
urban slums in Port Sudan.29 
 
Political Representation 
Politically, as discussed above, the Beja Congress Party has lacked adequate representation in 
government and has been twice banned. Per the ESPA, Sudan’s President Bashir appointed 
eastern Sudanese and Beja Congress members to roles in government.30 However, following 
the 2010 national elections, few of these appointees remained in their positions.31 The 
government’s failure to implement the ESPA, even eight years later, was foreseen by different 
Beja peoples at the ESPA’s inception. In 2006, they believed the regime would not implement 
the ESPA and they felt the situation in eastern Sudan would not improve.32 Recent 
dissatisfaction resulted in a protest by Beja Congress fighters at the National Congress Party’s 
(“NCP”) headquarters.33 With the intervention of mediators eight hours into the protest, it was 
agreed a meeting about implementation would take place on August 25, 2014.34  
 
In recent years, President Bashir’s NCP has mirrored the divide-and-rule tactics it employs in 
Darfur and elsewhere in Sudan, establishing tribal militias, and increasing support to Arab tribes 



whilst ignoring others.35 The government has encouraged the Rashaida peoples’ settlement in 
Beja territory, which Beja peoples see as part of NCP’s policy to “Arabise” their region.36 In 
2009, the Beja Congress appealed to the International Association of Democratic Lawyers to 
bring those responsible for the 2005 Port Sudan Massacre, mentioned above, to the 
International Criminal Court (ICC).37 Dr. AbuAmna contends that the Beja people are being 
killed by the government’s security forces through the use of land mines and “by leaving [Beja 
people] alone to face famines, natural disasters, diseases, and extinction.”38 
 
Port Sudan Fallout 
There has been neither compensation nor justice following the massacre in Port Sudan. Victims’ 
families appealed a 2011 decision by the state general prosecutor who found no grounds for 
criminal charges, but their appeal was dismissed.39 Moreover, the victims’ families have been 
subject to harassment and their legal representatives have been dismissed from work.40 In 
2009, the victims’ families established a committee commemorating those killed at Port Sudan 
in 2005.41 However, the committee members have been subject to detention and torture. 
Further they believe security agencies have infiltrated the group to sow division between pro-
Beja Congress and anti-Beja Congress factions.42 
 
Recent Concerns 
The Beja people remain greatly disappointed by the lack of ESPA implementation, compounded 
by the eastern Sudan poverty rate; the country’s highest.43 Young people in Kassala state have 
little access to education or employment.44 In January 2012, six members of a student-led 
movement called Girifna, were arrested after taking part in a public forum to commemorate 
the massacre at Port Sudan.45 They were detained without charge and without access to 
lawyers until their release in February.46 One of the students was reportedly tortured and ill-
treated.47 Other arrests include that of Beja Congress Party leaders during a 2013 march to 
commemorate the Port Sudan massacre48 and the arrests of students in 2014 for protests 
demanding the release of political prisoners.49  
 
Most recently, in July 2014, Sudanese Police Forces arrested ten civilians in Gedarif state after 
clashes between inhabitants of Salmeen village and the owner of an agricultural project 
resulted in the latter’s death.50 The police arrested 27 civilians, including children, taking them 
to an unknown location.51 Also in July, there were clashes between the Sudanese police force 
and Salmeen village inhabitants, resulting in the death of an 11 year-old boy from a gunshot 
wound to the head.52 
 
Access to human rights monitoring and humanitarian aid has been severely restricted due to 
the Sudanese government’s ban of several foreign aid organisations from operating in eastern 
Sudan.53  
 
B. General Humanitarian Situation in Eastern Sudan 
Eastern Sudan is suffering from a significant but under-reported humanitarian crisis. When an 
International Rescue Committee programme coordinator for east Sudan visited the country in 
2005, he remarked it was “the most under-served, most remote area that I have ever worked 



in, with huge humanitarian needs—even in basic issues of nutrition and safe water, up to more 
complex health and education needs”.54 This situation continues to this day.  
 
Hashim55, a man who fled from eastern Sudan, told this author: 
 

“On October 16, 2013, I fled [from] Eastern Sudan, and came back to Canada on the 21 
of March. It is a horrible situation. Children died from malnutrition, tuberculosis, cancer, 
and HIV. I visited the hospital of Port Sudan which is the biggest city in the Red Sea 
province. Imagine, every two or three children are lying on one bed. They have 
malnutrition. 70% of those who have malnutrition in Sudan are in Eastern Sudan. In a 
village near Kassala city, women could not get pregnant for 10 years. Moreover, there 
is no clean water, especially in Port Sudan. It really is a bad situation.” 

 
International humanitarian aid experts have been prohibited from accessing the region.56 The 
government has prevented regional funds getting loans on the grounds that usury is illegal 
under Islamic law.57 Malnutrition and the infant mortality rate are notably high in the region 
and have been so for many years.58 Hospitals are few and far between and the large, poor 
population has neither the money to access the hospitals that do exist, nor the money to pay 
for services.59 
 
 
III. Conclusion 
Although the situation in eastern Sudan receives less attention than the other regions of Sudan, 
it is no less worthy of concern. Beja continue to be marginalised and oppressed by the 
government. The population lives in great poverty with substandard health facilities. With the 
dismantling of the Eastern Front in 2011, the Beja Congress joining the Sudan Revolutionary 
Front, and the failure of the regime to fulfill its commitments under the ESPA conditions, the 
situation in eastern Sudan is likely to deteriorate further. It is possible fresh conflict will erupt as 
these new factions coordinate their activities. This could have a knock-on effect on the rest of 
Sudan and the wider region. 
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