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WASHINGTON — After languishing as what many experts worried was the world’s most neglected foreign-policy problem, Sudan is now in the spotlight: a high-level delegation from the United Nations Security Council arrived in the capital, Khartoum, on Friday, to press the government not to disrupt a coming referendum that is considered likely to result in partition. 

The diplomats, including the American ambassador to the United Nations, Susan E. Rice, had earlier toured southern Sudan to monitor preparations for the voting, which many analysts fear could reignite a north-south civil war if it is mishandled. The visit comes two weeks after President Obama publicly warned the Sudanese at the United Nations to allow a credible vote. 

Voters in the south will be asked whether they want their region to become independent, and it is widely expected that the answer will be yes. 

There are growing fears that the referendum will not be held on time because of delays in registering voters. Beyond that, some fear that the government of President Omar Hassan al-Bashir, which depends on the oil-rich south for revenues, will try to rig the vote or cancel it. 

“There’s tension, there’s anticipation, there’s anxiety and there’s fear that this moment will be stolen from them,” Ambassador Rice said Friday from Khartoum. While she said the referendum’s official managers assured her that it would proceed on Jan. 9, as scheduled, she added, “It’s going to be very tight.” 

Another group of experts, who just returned from southern Sudan, warned that the intense focus on a possible resurgence of violence between the predominantly Arab and Muslim north and the Christian and animist south, while warranted, obscured other threats. 

In the restive eastern part of Sudan, they said, militia groups may also react violently after the vote by trying to topple the Sudanese government, which could provoke it to carry out atrocities against civilians, as it did in the Darfur region. 

“We are definitely concerned about the risk of mass atrocities,” said Michael J. Abramowitz, director of the committee on conscience at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, which organized the experts’ 10-day trip. “We very much fear the risk to civilians during the next year.” 

Mr. Abramowitz, who runs the museum’s genocide prevention program, said the area along the north-south border in Sudan was “awash in guns and ammunition,” further raising the risk of violence. But he stopped short of predicting another episode of genocide in the country, saying bloodshed could be avoided. 

The museum’s delegation met with nearly 90 people in the south but was not allowed to visit the north. 

While it may be easy to mistrust Mr. Bashir, who has been indicted on charges of crimes against humanity for his role in the genocide in Darfur, some experts said there were other, more hard-line officials in his government who might go much further than Mr. Bashir to prevent the south from seceding. 

“The regime is circling the wagons to protect themselves; they’re in a siege mode now,” said Andrew S. Natsios, a special envoy to Sudan in the Bush administration who now teaches at Georgetown University and joined Mr. Abramowitz on the museum’s delegation. 

Ambassador Rice said the United Nations delegation declined to meet with Mr. Bashir and would meet instead with Sudan’s foreign minister, Ali Ahmed Karti, over the weekend. She said the group would drive home the message delivered last month by Mr. Obama at the United Nations. 

At the United Nations, two senior Sudanese leaders, Salva Kiir, president of the regional government of southern Sudan, and Ali Osman Taha, a vice president of Sudan, pledged to stick to the timetable. 

“They heard at the highest level from the most important countries in the world that they were watching,” Ms. Rice said. “They heard that in black and white from the president of the United States.” 

The United States has offered Sudan incentives, including agricultural investments and the normalization of relations, if the vote is held peacefully and the results are upheld. The steps also depend on the Darfur situation’s being settled, which Ms. Rice said was not yet the case. The United Nations delegation visited Darfur and received a rosy briefing from the provincial governor, which delegation members said bore little relation to the conditions they witnessed. 

“The humanitarian and security situation has deteriorated,” Ms. Rice said. “It is still a hot area with a lot of suffering.” 

Human rights groups have criticized the Obama administration’s Sudan policy, saying it relies too heavily on inducements and not enough on sanctions and other forms of pressure. But Mr. Natsios argued that the United States should pressure Sudan on only three core issues: not invading the south, not seizing its oil fields and not attacking southerners who live in the north. 

Political upheaval in the north, Mr. Natsios said, may add to the risk of bloodshed in the south. “The centrifugal forces pulling apart the country for a generation are accelerating,” he said. 
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