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Why Darfur Still Bleeds 

By NEIL MACFARQUHAR
On a recent hot, dusty June day, Susana Malcorra was standing in the middle of embattled Darfur, just outside the central town of Nyala, watching scarce earth-moving equipment chew into the sandy, rolling terrain dotted with shrubs and low trees. 

Ms. Malcorra, a newly minted United Nations under secretary general who serves as the grand quartermaster for all peacekeepers, recalls trying to picture the wasteland of nearly a square mile spread out before her as a finished camp for some 4,000 soldiers and other personnel. 

“When you look at it, it is very, very empty,” Ms. Malcorra, who once ran Telecom Argentina, said recently in an interview in her office near the top floor of the U.N. Secretariat in New York. That “sense of emptiness” underscored just how much work lies ahead, before there is a real peace to keep, she said. 

The mandate for the Darfur force comes up for renewal by the Security Council on July 31, its first birthday, so members are girding for a debate about why so much remains unfinished. On one level, they will be examining local difficulties, bureaucratic delays and logistical problems. But at least some diplomats, U.N. officials and advocacy groups are also beginning to sense that finding a route out of the impasse will also depend on taking a larger view: looking at Sudan’s problems as a diplomatic failure and treating its interwoven conflicts and supply logjams as one large crisis, rather than a set of problems to be diagnosed and fixed in isolation. 

They tick off four complex, interlocking issues: 

¶The multiple fonts of violence. There is the now-familiar war in Darfur between mostly black rebels and their tribes on one side and, on the other, Arab-led janjaweed militias with ties to the government, who have become infamous for slaughtering civilians. But there is also a blood feud between Sudan’s government and Chad across the border, where many Darfur rebels have taken shelter. And a fight for secession by Christian rebels in southern Sudan, which was interrupted by a peace agreement in 2005, now shows signs of reigniting. 

¶The intransigence of Sudan’s president, Omar al-Bashir. In myriad ways, his government creates obstacles for United Nations peacekeepers and humanitarian groups trying to help the civilians caught up in the fighting. 

¶The hybrid composition of the peacekeeping force. Designed to marry African Union soldiers with an array of traditional U.N. forces, it suffers from anemic numbers and a lack of key equipment like helicopters, despite appeals for them from Secretary General Ban Ki-moon. A force of 26,000 peacekeepers was authorized, but fewer than 11,500 are on the ground. 

¶The logistical nightmare. Equipment for the troops must be hauled across a land roughly one-third the size of the continental United States with no good roads. 

The fact that the peacekeepers find it hard to protect themselves, much less the people of Darfur, came into sharp relief last Tuesday when well-armed militiamen ambushed a U.N. patrol, killing seven and wounding 22. U.N. officials, as well as diplomats assigned to the Security Council, worry that the attack may signal worse to come from the Sudanese government. 

On top of those problems, Luis Moreno-Ocampo, chief prosecutor at the International Criminal Court in The Hague, is expected to try to indict President Bashir — perhaps Monday — in connection with the widespread killing of civilians in Darfur that started in 2003. The United Nations estimates that the conflict has left 300,000 people dead and 2.7 million displaced. 

Sudan has warned of a fierce reaction to an indictment, and Mr. Ban has held urgent consultations with the permanent Security Council members on the safety of U.N. personnel in the country. While many human rights advocates usually welcome such indictments, and the Americans, British and French have said the judicial process should proceed on its own, China and Russia have opposed it. 

Dumisani Kumalo, South Africa’s U.N. ambassador, let out a low, sharp whistle when asked about the possible fallout. “Oh, my God, it will be complicated,” he exclaimed. “It will just add to the hostility and will make the life of Unamid even more difficult.” 

Superlatives already define the difficulties facing the peacekeeping force, whose formal name is the United Nations-African Union Mission in Darfur. Headquartered in Africa’s largest nation, it would deploy the largest number of peacekeeping troops ever, if it reached its authorized size. And it has the fattest peacekeeping budget ever — $1.5 billion for the year ending in June 2009. 

Yet it is not even the only U.N. peacekeeping force in Sudan. A second force, with more than 10,000 peacekeepers and an annual budget of nearly $1 billion, watches over the smoldering peace in the south. And a whole other European peacekeeping force has been established in Chad. 

Somehow, diplomats in New York are beginning to say, all these disparate facets of Sudan’s crisis must be tackled in a coordinated way. “The country has been parceled up, but we need a more holistic approach,” said R. M. Marty Natalegawa, the ambassador of Indonesia, who sits on the Security Council. He and others believe that council members get too caught up in the logistics problems, while peace negotiations continue to languish. There is no doubt, he says, that the broad resolution to Darfur’s conflict must be political, that Unamid is just a Band-Aid. 

Band-Aid or no, Unamid’s logistical problems alone are formidable. The choking bottleneck in the Darfur supply chain comes at Al-Obeid, west of which the paved road peters out and bandits roam. Of 3,000 supply containers in Sudan, holding everything from bullets to bulldozers, 2,000 are stuck at Al-Obeid, Ms. Malcorra said. The storage yard there is too big to canvass on foot; she toured it on a truck. 

To move the contents of 25 containers beyond the paved roads each day — the minimum needed for the peacekeepers from Egypt, Ethiopia, Nepal and Thailand to deploy on schedule — she says she needs about 400 trucks running in a more or less continuous loop.

But that is only one example of a much larger problem, she and other United Nations officials will tell you. Ultimately, they and the main advocacy groups put larger blame for slow progress in Darfur on the Security Council’s member governments, especially powers like China, the United States and France, for a lack of sustained attention and coordination. 

China, for example, has started speaking out publicly about the need for progress on peace talks, but it has avoided using its oil investments as leverage, human rights advocates have noted. The United States has invested millions in training peacekeeping troops and is in a diplomatic dialogue with Sudan. At the same time, it has put in place unilateral penalties against Sudan’s oil sales. Rather than isolating Sudan, the sum of such independent moves has been an impression among many non-Americans that the United States is simply putting the screws to another Muslim nation, the advocacy groups argue. Meanwhile, European countries have been put off by the fact that Sudan prevented the inclusion of peacekeepers from Sweden and Norway.

Jan Eliasson, a Swede who until June was the U.N.’s mediator in Darfur, was frustrated in his own efforts to advance peace talks, and he says that things will not improve until all of the countries with leverage in Sudan coordinate their efforts to put pressure on its government, its allied militia groups and the rebels alike. Otherwise, each combatant party will continue to think a military victory is possible.

John Prendergast of the Enough Project concurs, citing past concerted efforts that obtained peace agreements between other warring factions in Sudan. 

Now, he says, the Security Council’s members must develop a unified strategy for all three conflict areas. “It can’t be Darfur this week and the south next week when something burns down,” he said. “The diplomatic failure is at the level of countries with influence.” 
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