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summary

• The Gambella region of ethiopia acts as an accelerator of mobility for the Nuer-
speaking communities that straddle the border between it and South Sudan. Several 
complex factors have shaped this mobility: people’s need for refuge from violence 
over the border; their desire for education and economic opportunities; the kinship 
ties that reach across state boundaries; and the policies and programmes that 
national and international actors have put in place. 

• for these communities, Gambella has become a channel to the outside world, 
whether through access to finance and capital, or by providing a route to move 
further afield (either in the region or across continents). despite the extensive 
geographical dispersion of its people, Gambella has remained a critical hub. a 
complex web of transnational networks emanate from the region, which are under-
pinned by strong cultural traditions, particularly related to the provision of mutual 
support amongst one’s kin—traditions that are central to Nuer identity.

• at the heart of these networks are families, kinship groups, and the Nuer institution 
of cieng, forms of identity that carry far greater weight than that of national citizen-
ship. Through these networks, information is exchanged, support for schooling or 
healthcare provided, marriages organized, moral support provided, and new busi-
ness initiatives developed. digital communications, which enable people to stay 
easily connected despite the distances involved, have become central to the way 
in which they function. Without means of communication, key lines of support and 
opportunity can be cut off.

• other entities also work with and through these networks. Prominent in Gambella 
today are a multitude of church organisations, many of which are organized trans-
nationally with resources flowing in multiple directions. There has also been a 
proliferation of community organisations in multiple locations, often organized 
around cieng identity. Political actors, too, have sought to exploit transnational 
dynamics, whether to raise funds or build their legitimacy. 

• These networks need to be understood as a system through which groups and 
individuals, which have often faced great hardships and threats, seek to enact 
independent agency and improve their lives. This system can be affected by many 
different factors in many different places. for example, during the last period of 
peace in South Sudan, those who were part of the Juba government system were 
able to inject significant resources into the system, but since december 2013 all 
parts of it have been under far greater stress. The system can also be a driver of 
new forms of inequality and vulnerability for those that have limited access.
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• While there is a keen understanding amongst Nuer-speaking communities of the 
opportunities that this transnational system offers, there is also considerable anxiety 
about its cultural impact. individuals living in Melbourne (australia), Gambella and 
Juba face very different challenges in their daily lives, and are surrounded by very 
different norms and expectations. The closeness that networked living creates 
can, ironically, highlight these disparities and create conflicts and disagreements 
amongst those in different parts of the network. When the system is under stress, 
this has the potential to create problematic dynamics at each of its nodes, dynamics 
that in turn could be exploited by actors wishing to seed division. 

• Transnational networks are central to everyday life in Gambella. understanding 
the opportunities that they offer and the risks that they bring should be critical to 
anyone wishing to work with or support these communities. This is particularly the 
case in relation to the future of likely population movements in the region, which 
will be of significance to international programming both in ethiopia and South 
Sudan. People’s networks will inform both their decision-making around whether 
to move and how to move, as well as their ability to sustain themselves if they do. 
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Introduction

over the last 50 years, the various conflicts afflicting South Sudan have caused massive 
displacements of people. latest estimates suggest there are more than 1.5 million 
internally displaced people (idPs) within the country’s borders, with another 2.2 million 
refugees displaced outside the country, as a result of the most recent conflicts.1 Poli-
cymakers generally see these populations as highly vulnerable—being less able to 
provide for themselves and their families away from their original homes—and at risk of 
involvement in cross-border conflict dynamics. Thus, responses by state actors to these 
movements tend to focus on managing potential conflict, providing humanitarian assis-
tance for displaced communities, and supporting, facilitating or (in some cases) forcing 
populations to return to their home areas.

of particular significance is the lens created by international refugee programming, 
which guarantees a level of protection to communities forced by conflict to move. The 
sheer size of international refugee responses ensures they are subject to considerable 
scrutiny, meaning there is a vast body of associated research on refugee camps and the 
so-called ‘durable solutions’ the refugee framework seeks to provide.2 Much of this liter-
ature is dominated by the norms of the international legal framework, which assumes 
that being a refugee is a temporary state and, during this period, populations are likely 
to be dependent on externally provided aid. however, there is considerable evidence to 
suggest this is a flawed set of assumptions.

While displaced populations are often forced to move by external actors or events, 
this does not strip them wholly of individual agency or the ability to make independent 
choices: understanding these choices better is central to this research. in particular, the 
report illustrates how mobility has become a survival and resilience strategy in its own 
right. it also explores how—as regional and international opportunities for movement 
have expanded—mobility has both shaped and been shaped by networks of mutual 
support that are fundamental to many South Sudanese societies. furthermore, the 
report seeks to understand the impacts these networks have locally, and how this is 
understood by those located at different points in the network.

The research presented aims to better inform those working on humanitarian assistance, 
particularly to populations on the move, peace and development in South Sudan and 
the region, particularly international actors  less familiar with these dynamics. Billions 
of dollars are spent on humanitarian and peacekeeping programmes globally every 

1  uNhcr, ‘regional update: South Sudan Situation’, November 2019. https://data2.unhcr.org/en/
documents/download/73424.

2  in the context of refugee programming, durable solutions are generally understood to be voluntary 
repatriation to the country of origin; local integration in the country of displacement; or resettlement to a 
third country.
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year, yet, despite being critical to the lives of millions of ordinary people, transnational 
networks are missing from most analyses. The report’s concluding section includes 
a set of recommendations intended to help international policymakers formulate an 
informed response to these transnational dynamics.
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methodology

This study, carried out by a team of researchers from three continents, utilizes a method-
ology designed to match the transnational nature of the dynamics explored. it builds on 
a 2018 study on the impact of diaspora connections in South Sudan, which was carried 
out between Juba and Melbourne and involved many of the same research team.3 The 
intent of this study was to provide a deeper analysis by focusing on one specific location 
where displacement has been a major issue, and to use grounded research to under-
stand the long-term transnational consequences of this.

The location of the study—Gambella, on the ethiopia/South Sudan border—was selected 
as a typical example of a porous borderland area where population movements have 
been highly fluid, and where there have been many overlapping forms of state and 
non-state authority. it is also the site of one of the region’s largest refugee programmes, 
which is currently undergoing potential reform as part of the policy process laid out by 
the Global compact for refugees.4 The decision to focus on Gambella’s Nuer-speaking 
populations was due in part to the fact that they are by some distance the largest 
displaced group in Gambella, as well as to avoid the necessity for researchers across 
multiple language groups. individuals capable of working with Nuer-speaking communi-
ties were then identified in Juba, Melbourne and the uk.

The research itself was conducted in three phases across the four main locations. The 
aim of the first phase was to identify what key themes should be explored in the main 
fieldwork. This was done through conducting a total of ten interviews with well-placed 
informants in the uk, australia, South Sudan and ethiopia, with researchers utilizing 
their networks to identify individuals who had prior connections and familiarity with 
Gambella. a literature review was also conducted by three members of the research 
team.

The second phase involved in-depth qualitative fieldwork in Gambella, conducted by a 
Nuer-speaking research team of four people, all of whom had research experience in 
the area of study. More than 70 interviews were conducted in urban and rural locations 
over the course of six weeks. interviewees covering a number of categories were identi-
fied by the research team in each location, particularly: men and women; young and old; 
those with complex mobility histories; and those who had hardly ever left their home 
areas. all interviews were conducted away from the refugee camps, although many of 

3  cedric Barnes et al., The role of transnational networks and mobile citizens in South Sudan’s global 
community: a pilot study focused on Melbourne and Juba’, london: rift valley institute, March 2018.

4  The Global compact for refugees was agreed by the united Nations in december 2018 after two years 
of consultation. it sets out a new framework for responsibility sharing by refugee hosting countries and the 
leading donors to refugee programmes. for more information see: www.unhcr.org/the-global-compact-on-
refugees.html. 
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those interviewed were registered as refugees. eight interviews were also conducted in 
akobo, South Sudan.

The third and final phase consisted of exploring the findings of the phase two research 
through focus group discussions (fGd) in the uk, australia and South Sudan. a total of 
four fGds were held, as well as a number of follow-up interviews involving around 25 
people. Participants in the fGds were selected to provide a range of perspectives and 
were not the same as those involved in the first phase.
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1. nuer mobility and the ethiopia-south sudan 
border

as with all cultures where cattle-keeping has been a central part of livelihood strate-
gies,5 mobility and movement are intrinsic to the lives of Nuer-speaking peoples. for 
centuries, these communities have had to move for pasture, both annually according to 
seasonal changes, and over the longer-term due to changing environmental conditions. 
anthropological studies have explored, with some disagreement, the precise nature of 
the cultural constructs developed to support this lifestyle. fundamental, though, has 
been the ability to facilitate territorial expansion while allowing for integration with 
people of different backgrounds.6 This includes a social structure that provides space 
both to members of a particular lineage and those of mixed background (or even 
so-called foreigners), thereby binding them together through kinship ties, and forming 
a community whose members are equally committed to a particular set of norms and 
obligations, as well as the sharing of resources.

Identity, mobility and international borders

Today, such a community, or cieng, is commonly associated with both a certain terri-
tory (and in the context of the modern state, usually also a certain administrative unit 
responsible for this territory and dominated by the community) and a specific lineage. 
This structure has allowed Nuer-speaking peoples to move relatively freely within the 
region and beyond, while also remaining connected to a strongly identified home or 
home area identified with cieng. Thus, both mobility and geographically dispersed 
networks are built into the heart of the Nuer experience. These ties and networks are 
often referred to in notions of mutual support amongst the Nuer people, exemplified by 
the oft-repeated phrase, ‘Nuer love themselves’.7

5  alongside cattle-husbandry and agriculture, the Nuer engage in other forms of livelihood, such as 
fishing, hunting, collecting wild fruits and vegetables. See, for instance: edward evans-Pritchard, The 
Nuer: A description of the modes of livelihood and political institutions of a Nilotic people, oxford: oxford 
university Press, 1940.

6  See: evans-Pritchard, The Nuer; Wal duany, ‘Neither palaces nor prisons: The constitution of order 
among the Nuer’, Phd dissertation, indiana university, 1992; and dereje feyissa, ‘alternative citizenship: 
The Nuer between ethiopia and the Sudan’, in The Borderlands of South Sudan: Authority and Identity in 
Contemporary and Historical Perspectives, eds. christopher vaughan, Mareike Schomerus and lotje de 
vries, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013.

7  This phrase was used by many of those interviewed for this report. 
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While the location of the Nuer-speaking peoples’ original homeland is contested in 
the literature,8 it is widely agreed that over the last 150 years the environmental and 
political circumstances of South Sudan have contributed to a gradual eastwards expan-
sion of Nuer-speaking peoples, towards its eastern borders and across into ethiopia.9 
The eastern Jikäny Nuer are identified as being at the forefront of this trend, with 
Gambella—the ethiopian region on the border with South Sudan—now considered by 
them as part of Nuer-land. at the border, this long-term expansion and its attendant 
day-to-day movements come into direct contact with the wider realities of the modern 
inter-state system.

The meaningful existence of the border for those living in the area is a relatively recent 
phenomenon, as it was well into the twentieth century before either the ethiopian or 
Sudanese states became a significant presence on the ground. over the last half-cen-
tury, however, this has changed considerably, with Gambella becoming woven into 
complex political economies on both sides. This has not always been to the benefit of 
local populations: ‘for the ordinary people of the region, the advent of the modern state 
meant the loss of political autonomy, economic marginalisation, and enslavement’.10 It 
has also fundamentally changed the nature of cross-border movements and interac-
tions, as local livelihood and coping strategies inevitably have to adapt when different 
regulatory environments and legal frameworks are involved.

individuals and communities at the edges of the state identify primarily with their 
cieng,11 rather than the nation states of South Sudan or ethiopia.12 This allows them to 
self-identify as either South Sudanese or ethiopian citizens,13 thereby providing them 
with a range of options and opportunities. examples of such opportunities include the 
relative availability of education or work, and the extent and nature of state oversight 
and regulation. over the decades, these have varied on either side of the border, creating 
an environment where, for many, national identity has become fluid—a personal choice 
rather than a fixed point of reference, which can be changed if required. however, this 
choice is not available to everyone in precisely the same way, dependent as it is on the 
extent of one’s networks and kinship ties with those in positions of authority on the 
Ethiopian side. 

8  See, for example: evans-Pritchard, The Nuer; duany, ‘Neither palaces nor prisons’; Gabriel Giet Jal, 
History of South Sudan’s Jikany Nuer ethnic group, 1500–1920, Nairobi: africawide Network, 2013.

9  feyissa, ‘alternative citizenship’.

10  regassa Bayissa Sima, ‘changes in Gambella, ethiopia after the cPa’, in After the Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement in Sudan, ed. elke Grawert, Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2010.

11  identification with a particular cieng is relatively fixed, with transfer to another cieng a socially formal 
process.

12  it should be noted that the particular histories of these states has created a strong differential in 
identification between the two, with Nuer-speaking peoples always at fringes of the different iterations of 
the ethiopian state, but a central actor in the story of the newly formed South Sudanese state.

13  The ethiopian state has always resisted dual citizenship, forcing individuals to choose.
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Impact of the international refugee regime

Movement across the border has also been a core coping and survival strategy for 
local populations in the face of violence, and since the 1950s has brought populations 
into contact with the evolving international refugee regime. in the 1960s there was 
an emphasis on supporting refugees to live relatively normal lives, with the ethiopian 
state providing land to, and gathering taxes from, refugees.14 By the 1980s, however, 
ethiopia’s policy towards refugees had shifted towards encampment, with services and 
support provided in fixed locations and refugees’ freedom of movement theoretically 
limited to camps. however, such an approach was premised on being able to distinguish 
clearly between refugees and local residents, something that has rarely been possible 
in Gambella, particularly amongst populations that speak the same language. Many 
examples of refugees transitioning to become ethiopian citizens, and of ethiopian citi-
zens claiming refugee status, have been documented,15 largely for reasons relating to 
the different threats and opportunities associated with different national identities at 
different times. Previous research has shown how the camps themselves became incu-
bators of new kinship or kinship-like relationships, which in turn shaped decisions over 
return and resettlement.16 This has also made counting refugees extremely challenging: 
figure 1 is based on official uNhcr figures, and needs to be treated with caution in 
terms of its accuracy. Broadly, though, it reflects overall trends since the 1980s.17

The 1980s peak in refugee numbers came with the start of the second Sudanese civil 
war, which began in the eastern parts of then Southern Sudan. as such, Gambella 
became not only a refuge for populations fleeing violence, but a site of considerable 
political significance. The alliance between ethiopia’s derg government and the nascent 
Sudanese People’s liberation Movement (SPlM), which saw the khartoum government 
as a common enemy, created the political conditions for the Southern Sudanese rebels 
to operate freely in Gambella and establish it as their most important training base. 
The refugee camps there, particularly itang, were critical parts of the local political and 
economic infrastructure, creating a firm link between refugee operations and wider 
politics in local populations’ minds. in line with this, the steep drop in numbers in 1991 
was a direct response to the change of government in ethiopia, which resulted in the 
rebels—and refugees—being chased away. it is notable, however, that numbers swiftly 
began to grow again, with camps such as dimma and Pugnido remaining key sources of 
refuge and opportunity throughout the 1990s and 2000s.

14  Sima, ‘changes in Gambella’.

15  Sima, ‘changes in Gambella’; feyissa, ‘alternative citizenship’.

16  freddie carver, dominic Naish and fana Gebresenbet, forthcoming context analysis of refugee-host 
community dynamics in Gambella, publication expected 2020. 

17  data available at: http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/overview. Pre-South Sudanese independence in 2011, 
the number of Sudanese refugees in ethiopia is taken as a proxy for those from South Sudan given that this is 
the only figure available, and that they made up the majority of refugees in the country. The current official 
number is expected to decrease significantly after the finalization of the biometric registration exercise 
conducted by uNhcr in 2019.
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refugee operations—particularly when numbers have been at their highest—have also 
provided considerable resources in a part of ethiopia that has generally been too periph-
eral to justify significant investments. itang, the region’s largest camp in the 1980s, and 
at one stage the largest refugee camp in the world, played a particularly significant 
economic and political role. a uNhcr report from 1991 describes it as a ‘small Sudanese 
town’, containing family members of ‘virtually every civilian official inside SPla [Sudan 
People’s liberation army] controlled Sudan’, and an economic hub sufficiently domi-
nant as to have impeded economic development across the border in South Sudan.18 
The refugee operation has therefore been influential in shaping contemporary mobility 
patterns in the area. additionally, some of the infrastructure established around the 
camps had an important impact on Gambella’s development, in some cases facilitating 
the establishment of new settlements, for example around what were originally Bonga 
and Dimma camps.

another key attraction of the refugee programme has been the resettlement programmes 
for Southern Sudanese, which expanded over this period. Though detailed global data 
before 2003 is not publicly available, according to uS government statistics19 almost 
17,000 refugees from Sudan were resettled in the uS between 1995 and 2003, with 
over 2,000 resettled annually each year between 1999 and 2005 (with the exception of 

18  uN operation lifeline Sudan, ‘The return to Southern Sudan of the Sudanese refugees from itang 
camp, Gambela, ethiopia’, Nasir: operation lifeline Sudan, 31 august 1991.

19  until the early 2000s the uS was by far the most significant country of resettlement for Sudanese 
refugees, partly as a result of religious politics in the uS and the fact that Southern Sudanese people were 
framed as christian victims of the islamic Sudanese state. See: feyissa, ‘alternative citizenship’.

figure 1. Sudanese and South Sudanese refugees in ethiopia by country of origin, 1980–2016
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2002).20 Such numbers have not been replicated since. Post-2003 uNhcr data indicates 
that, of these people, the largest numbers came from refugee camps in kenya, with a 
smaller number coming directly from ethiopia, peaking at over 500 in 2006 and totalling 
just over 2,000 people between 2003 and today.21 as explained below, however, the 
research conducted for this report indicates a close relationship between Gambella and 
those resettled from kenya. resettlement programmes from east africa have brought a 
global dimension to Nuer-speaking peoples, something this report seeks to understand 
in greater depth.

Such opportunities, when combined with the persistent violence and under-develop-
ment faced in South Sudan, have created strong incentives for the continuation—even 
acceleration—of the pre-existing eastwards movement. This can clearly be seen in 
the demographic changes that have taken place in Gambella.22 Nuer-speaking peoples 
have constituted by far the largest group of refugees since the 1980s—even more so 
in recent, post-2013 movements—with their increasing numbers in Gambella traceable 
through ethiopian census data. Between 1984 and 2007, the number of people identi-
fying as Nuer-speaking increased by more than 500 per cent, over double the rate of 
increase in those identifying as anyuak-speaking (who had been the largest group when 
Gambella was first created).23 This has had a significant impact on Gambella’s politics, 
contributing to growing tensions between the two ethnic groups that have, on a number 
of occasions, resulted in violence. dereje cites the anyuak as referring to the Nuer as 
‘behulet bila yemibelu’, or ‘eating with two knives’, given their association with both 
Ethiopia and South Sudan.24 This is despite the fact that the anyuak too are present on 
either side of the border. The power-sharing equation of the region, as defined by the 
ethiopian state’s ethnic formula, has therefore changed markedly.

Given the enormous economic and political disparities between the territories of 
Southern Sudan and ethiopia, the presence of the border has also been fundamental 
to the economic development of the area. Gambella had been a key source of goods 
for Southern Sudan, going as far back as the cattle-for-guns trade in the nineteenth 

20  united States Government, department of homeland Security, Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, 
annual editions 1995–2003. www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics/yearbook. Pre-2012 it is not possible to 
break this data down between different parts of Sudan, so again this can only be used as a proxy for South 
Sudanese figures. however, the majority of those resettled at this time were from South Sudan.

21  uNhcr resettlement data is made available online at: https://rsq.unhcr.org/.

22  under the ethnic federalist model introduced by the ethiopian government after the fall of the derg in 
1991, federal regions were, as much as possible, allocated on the basis of ethnic identity. Gambella was one 
of a small number of regions where it was not possible to identify a single dominant ethnicity, resulting in it 
being allocated between five ethnic groups: the anyuak (the largest group on Gambella’s creation), the Nuer, 
and the much smaller groups of Majang, opo and komo. 

23  Government of ethiopia office of the Population and housing census commission, ‘1984 Population 
and housing census of ethiopia’, addis ababa, 1984; Government of ethiopia office of the Population and 
housing census commission, ‘2007 Population and housing census of ethiopia’, addis ababa, 2007.

24  dereje feyissa, ‘The cultural construction of state borders: the view from Gambella’, Journal of Eastern 
African Studies 4/2 (2010): 314–330.
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century. following this, in the early twentieth century, the steamboat routes oper-
ating from Gambella up the Nile to khartoum were critical to the colonial Sudanese 
state, until road infrastructure was developed further north. indeed, prior to Sudanese 
independence in 1956, Gambella town was kept as a British enclave, thereby allowing 
the colonial power to protect its interests in these routes. While conflict and lack of 
economic development in South Sudan have reduced the importance of these trade 
routes, cross-border informal trade continues to thrive. ongoing cross-border move-
ments have been confirmed by reach at the border in akobo. Though the data is partial 
in its scope, upwards of 900 people a month have been recorded crossing the border in 
the direction of ethiopia between october 2018 and March 2019, with more than 500 a 
month going in the other direction.25

25  reach, ‘cross-Border Population Movement factsheet: akobo Port and road Monitoring’, 
monthly updates october 2018–March 2019. www.reach-initiative.org/where-we-work/south-
sudan/?pcountry=south-sudan&dates=date&ptype=factsheet&subpillar=movements-and-intentions. 
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2. Motivations for mobility

Gambella’s Nuer-speaking peoples have a wide variety of mobility histories, and an 
equally varied set of factors have shaped such movements. The latter can be catego-
rized into five areas: hardship in places of origin; search for the building blocks of a good 
life (particularly educational opportunities); economic opportunities; societal networks; 
and the influence of mobility and migration policies and infrastructure. one striking 
theme to emerge from individual stories is the complex mix of intention and chance 
involved—an inevitability for those without the resources or privilege to retain full 
control of their choices.

a) hardship in places of origin

The root of much movement in the area lies in the conflict and violence affecting 
South Sudan and Gambella over recent decades. These dynamics fundamentally shape 
people’s choices, causing the local populations to fear for themselves and their families. 
conflicts have resulted in farmland being destroyed, the availability of essential services 
being reduced, and a general slowing of economic growth. This has left many people 
unable to support themselves. residents of the Protection of civilian (Poc) site in Juba, 
in particular, emphasize the terrible hardships they have suffered as a result of fighting 
in their home areas, including the violence and losses endured while moving across the 
border to Gambella.26 Generally, though, Poc residents rarely frame their actions and 
decisions solely in this way, instead preferring to emphasize the positive choices that 
they have made. These are based on their aspirations for ‘a future good life’, rather than 
reactive responses to the challenges they have faced.27

B) Building a good life through education

a near-universal theme that emerges among Nuer-speaking peoples is the desire for a 
modern education, either for oneself or one’s children. This aspiration grew consider-
ably over the course of the twentieth century, particularly with the growth in christianity 
during the 1970s and 1980s, which provoked in many people an urge to be able to read 
the bible.28 it is now firmly believed that the best route to increasing one’s own and one’s 
family’s prospects is to seek better educational opportunities. as a result, many people 
frame their movements in this way, with one individual reporting: ‘a lack of education to 
their children will give them dark future’.29 another Poc resident stated that education 

26  focus Group discussion (fGd) with Poc residents, Juba Poc site, June 2019. 

27  interview with young man, Juba Poc site, May 2019. 

28  interviews with Nuer-speakers, Gambella and Juba, May and June 2019. 

29  interview with young woman, Juba Poc site, May 2019. 
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‘changed people from illiteracy to literacy, that is one of the most important roles being 
played by the mobility history of the Nuer peoples’.30

one aspect of refugee camps considered a major positive is their provision of education, 
with the quality of schooling on offer generally considered to be better than that of 
local public schools. for example, several people in akobo described how their move to 
Pugnido camp in 1996–1997 was driven partly by the fact that akobo’s primary school 
had stopped teaching above Grade 4.31 The educational opportunities provided by 
camps are even understood as a public good that should be distributed beyond the 
camps if possible: in the 1980s, there are accounts that prominent individuals schooled 
in the camps were returning to their villages in the holidays to pass on their education.32

People’s choices of where to go are shaped by the specifics of different educational 
offerings. one issue is cost, with a Juba resident highlighting that ‘education is one of 
the reasons that push people to move back and forth to Gambella because the learning 
in ethiopia is for free’.33 another key issue is the language of instruction. While offi-
cially the primary medium of instruction in ethiopia from Grade 9 is english, in practice 
many teachers at the better schools teach in amharic. in the refugee camps there is 
far greater emphasis on english, which—given the opportunities the language provides 
for living and working across the region (for example, working in the aid operation in 
South Sudan)—has proven a significant attraction for local populations (whether South 
Sudanese or Ethiopian).34 This represents a significant drawback to life in Gambella, and 
has prompted some to migrate to kampala to attend english-language schools given the 
relative ease with which Nuer-speakers have been able to obtain refugee status there 
since 2013.35 fundamentally, there is a strong perception that better educational oppor-
tunities are available away from South Sudan, explaining the close connection between 
mobility and education.

one factor making education such a key driver is that it is a sustained need, particularly 
for those who may not have had opportunities as young children. it is generally seen as 
a bigger driver of mobility than other necessities, such as the availability of healthcare 
(although there are examples of people moving to access healthcare in times of need, 

30  fGd with Poc residents, Juba Poc site, June 2019. data shared by reach with the research team on 
the reasons given by those crossing the border in akobo confirms this emphasis, with education given as 
the first or second priority behind why people are moving to ethiopia from September 2018 through to 
May 2019, with only accessing food distributions cited as a higher priority.

31  interviews with young men, akobo, June 2019. a total of 16 different men and women between the 
ages of 20 and 40 from different parts of the area had spent time in Pugnido, with almost all of them citing 
education as a primary motivations in moving there. Two university students living in Gambella town 
suggested that even without the recent violence they might have sought to move there. 

32  fGd with Nuer-speakers, uk, May 2019.

33  interview with former Gambella resident, Juba, January 2019.

34  fGd with Nuer-speakers , uk, May 2019.

35  interviews with young men, akobo, June 2019.
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including travel to khartoum and Nairobi, where better quality healthcare is available).36 
for day-to-day healthcare needs, Gambella represents a critical resource for popula-
tions across the area, with the hospital in town, supported by MSf, better equipped and 
staffed than those supported by aid agencies in South Sudan.37

education can also generate further opportunities for movement. in the words of one 
uk-based resident, ‘education is networking’, providing new linkages and aspirations.38 
according to residents of Juba’s Poc site, education and mobility exist as a virtuous 
cycle: more education provides opportunities to move, which in turn provides more 
educational opportunities.39 Prominent examples of individuals of South Sudanese 
origin becoming successful in their countries of resettlement—whether as professional 
basketball players in the uS or lawyers in australia—provide evidence for this narrative 
in people’s minds.

C) Economic opportunities

underpinning the emphasis on education is a desire for better income-earning oppor-
tunities to sustain individuals and their families. Without access to capital or land, the 
availability of such opportunities is limited in Gambella, reliant primarily on public sector 
jobs for which there is significant competition from ethiopians from other parts of the 
country.40 This provides a strong incentive to move into the ethiopian system before 
the end of secondary school, as this opens up a more reliable route to either tertiary 
education in ethiopia—which the government has invested heavily in over the past 30 
years—or employment in Gambella.41

for example, one older man in lare described how, in 1999, he had come from ulang in 
South Sudan to access the Ethiopian system, and that his son was now with the wereda 
revenue department.42 a resident of Melbourne who grew up in Gambella, and whose 
brother has become a minister in the Gambella regional government, explained that 
‘the benefits that South Sudanese get in ethiopia is education’.43 finally, uk residents 

36  in two of the cases recorded in interviews, it was notable that after the initial move patients became 
either unwilling or unable to return, showing how a medical visit can often become a far longer journey 
than originally intended. 

37  interview with prominent Nuer-speaking individual, Juba, January 2019.

38  fGd with Nuer-speakers, uk, May 2019.

39  fGd with Poc residents, Juba Poc site, June 2019.

40  due to the ethnically divided nature of the Gambella region, the working languages are english and 
amharic rather than Nuer or anyuak, providing opportunities for civil servants from other regions in the 
country where educational outcomes are higher. 

41  While uNhcr is able to provide some scholarships to refugee students to support them through 
university, such places are limited and in high demand. The ethiopian government, meanwhile, has invested 
enormously in universities across the country as part of a nation-building enterprise, with all ethiopian 
students having the right to attend (although the level of financial support provided is dependent on grades). 

42  interview with older man, lare, March 2019.

43  interview with Nuer-speaking woman, Melbourne, australia, January 2019.
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described an emerging professional ethiopian Nuer class, of both South Sudanese and 
ethiopian origin, that has been able to take advantage of mobility-related educational 
opportunities.44

Notwithstanding the immense challenges of life there, South Sudan has also presented 
important opportunities over the years. Thanks to the billions of dollars of oil money 
available to the government in the 2005–2012 period (between the end of the Suda-
nese civil war and the start of the South Sudanese one), considerable resources flowed 
through Juba, with educated Nuer well placed to take advantage of the opportunities 
presented. Some who had lived in the ethiopia/South Sudan border area for much of 
their lives moved to Juba take up government jobs, returning only in response to rising 
violence targeted at Nuer-speakers and the collapse of the job market after december 
2013.45

even now, a number of factors have contributed to there being potentially greater 
opportunities in South Sudan than in Gambella. The scale of the aid operation in South 
Sudan creates employment opportunities for those with qualifications, particularly in 
Nuer-speaking areas.46 Positions with international NGos are especially valuable as they 
are paid in dollars—a scarce resource in ethiopia in recent years. additionally, some 
people are now moving back to work for oil companies that are attempting to operate 
in Nuer-speaking areas.47 in general, people hope that peace will bring greater opportu-
nities and allow them to return home.48

cross-border trade—albeit weakened by the violence and disruptions of recent years—
remains important for border livelihoods. Gambella town acts as a major economic hub 
for the wider region, with its cattle market a focus for a wide catchment area. cattle 
trading licences are issued by the wereda authorities, with each wereda then taking it 
in turns to bring their cattle to market.49 Some traders from South Sudan utilize these 
arrangements in order to avoid having to register themselves. South Sudanese cattle 
merge with ethiopian cattle in rural areas, resulting in ethiopian Nuer traders selling on 
behalf of their South Sudanese counterparts under certain circumstances.50 While the 
bulk of trade is from South Sudan to ethiopia, ethiopian cattle is also being sold in larger 
South Sudanese centres such as Nasir.

44  fGd with Nuer-speakers, cambridge, uk, May 2019.

45  This emerged from a number of interviews conducted across multiple locations between January and 
June 2019.

46  all of those interviewed who worked for international NGos in akobo had spent time in refugee camps 
in Gambella and/or kenya. 

47  interview with man, Gambella, april 2019

48  interviews with men and women, Gambella, March/april 2019. 

49  interview with man, Gambella, april 2019.

50  interviews with cattle traders, Gambella, april 2019. The cattle traders suggested that such arrangements 
were more likely to occur if three conditions were fulfilled: 1) the individuals in question have particular 
reasons why they can’t bring the cattle themselves; 2) kinship connections exist between the trader and the 
owner of the cattle; 3) a fee is paid, quoted as being 200 birr.
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Similarly, arrangements are in place between ethiopian and South Sudanese Nuer-
speaking boat owners to facilitate trade along the Sobat and akobo rivers. This is critical 
for otherwise isolated South Sudanese towns. a trader in Matar explained how his busi-
ness had evolved from recording cassettes of South Sudanese music to sell across the 
border, to selling surplus grain that had been sold outside the refugee camps in Nasir, 
to now importing clothes from khartoum that are in demand by Nuer-speaking people 
across the border. This last trade takes place through ethiopia, with clothes taken across 
the Sudan/ethiopia border far to the north, before being transported to Gambella.51

While in some instances taxes must be paid to officials when bringing goods across the 
border, this is generally only a concern for the northerly trading route with Sudan.52 
one trader said that his ‘licence does not allow me to bring goods from outside, from 
another country, it works only here, in this place’, the implication being that he is able 
to utilize informal networks in Gambella that do not exist outside the region.53 Another 
trader suggested that he was discriminated against by ethiopian security officials when 
crossing the border with Sudan: ‘in the transports if they see that you are black persons, 
a place where you could pay 10 birr you can be charged 20 birr’.54

D) nuer societal networks

of critical importance to an individual’s ability to move is the social capital that exists 
in their networks. Generally, this is a resource far more readily available to Nuer people 
than financial capital. key to this are the locations where family members are already 
living. on a practical level, such relationships can enable international resettlement 
through family reunification procedures. There are, however, much wider implications.

Moves are often enabled by brothers, sisters, cousins or others, who provide places 
to stay and material support while individuals explore their options in new locations. 
as one woman from a rural part of Gambella put it: ‘a person can come through their 
relatives’.55 for example, a young woman who had come to Gambella from South Sudan 
received assistance from her brother, who then supported her in moving on to stay with 
other relatives in Nairobi.56 one man, now based in the uk, described how he was one of 
the minority of Nuer refugees who ended up in a refugee camp in Benishangul-Gumuz, 
away from Nuer networks, but then his brother, an ethiopian citizen, was able to bring 
him back to Gambella.57

51  interview with man, Matar, april 2019.

52  interviews with men, Matar and lare, March/april 2019.

53  interview with man, Matar, april 2019.

54  interview with man, Matar, april 2019.

55  interview with woman, lare, March 2019.

56  interview with young woman, Gambella town, March 2019.

57  interview with Nuer-speaking man, cambridge, uk, January 2019.



rift valley institute report 22

one prominent individual, now living in Juba, explained how he had been able to travel 
from akobo to kenya in the early 2000s due to an uncle who was a pastor in Nairobi. 
This uncle not only secured him passage on a mission flight, but provided accommoda-
tion for him and his wife in Nairobi.58 an older woman who had never left her home area 
of lare indicated that she had no relatives elsewhere, which may have been a factor in 
her lack of mobility.59

Those with family overseas are also more likely to receive remittances and therefore 
have access to the finances necessary to move.60 This dynamic, when paired with the 
extensive kinship networks of Nuer people, generates feedback loops that create oppor-
tunities for movement along family or cieng lines.

closely tied to this family dynamic is a more structural point about the reach of kinship 
networks. While the Nuer-speaking peoples of the eastern territories are generally 
known as the eastern Jikäny, they are further divided into more localized sub-groups, 
including the Gaajak, Gaajiok and Gaaguang. dereje feyissa has demonstrated that, 
generally speaking, Gaajak communities have benefited most from the opportunities 
presented by the South Sudan/ethiopia border, as they have long been the most eastern 
of the Nuer-speaking communities and straddle it most comprehensively.61

kin relationships, which cross the border, often interact with the ethiopian state’s 
vertical lines of authority, which end with local headmen. Where this is the case, it 
becomes considerably easier for individuals to integrate with local communities and, 
if necessary, access ethiopian citizenship. This is often referred to as ‘having a kebele’.62 
Such formal identification is important for individuals wishing to rise to public positions 
in Gambella, or wanting take up professional employment such as medicine. as a uk 
resident observed: ‘ethiopia[n] identification is more useful and leads to access to jobs, 
education, health care and so forth’.63

Non-Gaajak residents/former residents of the borderlands often have notably different 
mobility histories, particularly those who first left South Sudan in the early 1990s, when 
there was violence between Gaajiok and lou Nuer groups.64 This, however, does not 
mean it is only those with Gaajak identity who have been able to integrate in Gambella. 
for those without close kin to rely on, a key factor becomes the reach of one’s personal 
networks. a resident of akobo described how he had been able to remain in Gambella 
due to the friends and connections he made while in Pugnido camp in the 2000s. others 

58  interview with man, Juba, June 2019.

59  interview with older woman, lare, March 2019.

60  interviews with Juba Poc site residents, Juba, June 2019.

61  for example, see: feyissa, ‘The cultural construction of state borders’; feyissa, ‘alternative citizenship’.

62  interview with man, Gambella, March 2019. Kebele is ethiopia’s lowest administrative level of 
government, and has the authority to issue identification cards. 

63  fGd with Nuer-speakers, uk, June 2019.

64  This includes individuals from akobo West and unity state who ended up in khartoum, and others from 
Bentiu and akobo who had first gone to kakuma camp in northern kenya.
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emphasized the importance of political relationships.65 While these may coincide with 
kinship networks, it is not necessary that they do. an interview in itang suggested there 
may be differences in how men and women interact with these processes of formal iden-
tification with state: when a woman there suggested her family didn’t have a kebele in 
Gambella, her brother-in-law replied that ‘she doesn’t know because she is a woman’.66

it is also important to recognize that ethnic territories are far from fixed. While the 
Gaajak are well established on both sides of the border today, this was not always the 
case and—as with all ethnic groups in the region—has only come about following centu-
ries of gradual movement. Such processes are constantly underway, and in 100 years’ 
time boundaries are likely to look very different from what is accepted today. in itang, 
an older man explained:

even if you do not have relative here, you can come, because you are Nuer, you 
can stay with someone, the one who you stay near him, nobody can ask you, 
nobody can stay without someone. That person can do the work of the village, he 
pays tax, because he is a person from kebele.67

another longstanding itang resident described how when he had come to the area it 
had mainly been bush, with few people living there: ‘That is why i have kebele [i.e. why 
i have been able to remain in the area with the effective status of a citizen], because i 
have been here for long’.68

all these factors speak to the critical importance of periods of settling and resettling, as 
well as how individuals in places of displacement are key to legitimizing one’s presence 
and providing material support during these potentially fragile periods. The strength 
and sustainability of this moral and material solidarity, combined with the viability (or 
otherwise) of making a new life, shapes how long individuals are able to stay before 
having to move on again. Where job opportunities are limited, this time can be short. 
residents of Gambella, as well as a Melbourne-based individual, described how their 
friends have been forced to return to South Sudan to look for work due to a lack of 
opportunity.69 one Nuer-speaking resident of akobo described Juba as having become 
increasingly hostile to Nuer people in the period immediately preceding the december 
2013 outbreak of war, forcing him to return to the akobo area.70

it is in these periods that internationally funded interventions—such as refugee camps 
or the Poc sites in South Sudan—can make a difference through providing material 
support. This is well illustrated by the story of a young man currently living in akobo. 

65  interviews with young men, akobo and Juba, June 2019. 

66  interview with a man and woman, itang, april 2019.

67  interview with older man, itang, april 2019.

68  interview with older man, itang, april 2019.

69  interview with Nuer-speaking man, Melbourne, australia, January 2019; interviews with young man and 
women, Gambella town, March 2019.

70  interview with young man, akobo, June 2019.
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despite wanting to complete his university studies in Juba in 2012, he had no one who 
could support the expenses of his life in the capital city. in 2013, he was on a short-term 
visit to Juba when violence erupted and he ended up in the Poc camp. While he was 
unable to leave the camp for his first two years due to threats to his safety, his residence 
there eventually allowed him to return to university. additionally, he was able to make 
connections to international NGos and scholarship programmes.71

in Gambella, recent research has suggested that many of those living permanently in 
camps are unable to access any other sources of livelihood. Thus, camps are to some 
extent acting as a welfare provider of last resort for the sick and vulnerable, and are not 
seen as a desirable place to be.72 relying solely on the material support provided in a 
camp environment risks, however, reducing an individual’s social capital, which is ulti-
mately far more valuable. for example, one family had moved from the camp they were 
registered in, foregoing monthly rations and other benefits, to live with their relatives in 
another camp. another young mother had fled fighting in South Sudan but had chosen 
to live outside one of the Gambella camps, seeing this as giving her more options in the 
long-term: ‘i don’t want to be a refugee, i want to return to South Sudan’.73

The fact that Gambella is part of ethiopia, not South Sudan, does impose some constraints 
on the fluidity enabled by these networks. access to formal positions of authority can 
be limited for South Sudanese Nuer, as they are less likely to speak amharic. on top of 
this, there are subtler cultural differences.74 for example, a man in the Poc site in Juba 
described an incident on a bus in Gambella where he had been beaten by a government 
official. he had referred to the time in the South Sudanese, rather than ethiopian, way,75 
thus revealing his origins: ‘as a result he slapped me … and sent after us police personnel 
who stopped us on our entry to the house, fortunately enough our guardian came out 
from the house and saved us from police and harassment as well’. he described the 
state of being Nuer in Gambella as being ‘like a person who is living between two rivers 
and yet to decide which he should cross into’.76

E) Mobility and migration policies and infrastructure

a key factor outside the control of individuals is the policies and programmes that poli-
cymakers and other external actors adopt in relation to mobility and migration, as well 
as the physical infrastructure they put in place. 

71  interview with young man, akobo, June 2019. 

72  carver, Naish and Gebresenbet, forthcoming context analysis. 

73  carver, Naish and Gebresenbet, forthcoming context analysis.

74  interview with man and woman, itang, april 2019.

75  The ethiopian day starts at what is 6am in most other countries, meaning there is always a six-hour time 
difference.

76  interview with businessman, Juba, January 2019.
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Most obviously, a person’s ability to move is shaped by the ease, availability and accessi-
bility of transportation to and from their home area.77 locations that are easily accessible 
by road encourage and enable movement, whereas greater levels of isolation present 
challenges. akobo, far from South Sudan’s large urban centres and until recently acces-
sible from Gambella only by boat or long, difficult long footpaths, is a notable example 
of the latter. The mobility of populations in akobo has therefore been highly sensitive to 
small changes, such as the initiation of charter flights by missionary groups in the 1990s, 
which created an opportunity for people to reach kakuma. This appears to have had 
profound impacts on the community there, which persist to this day. The building of a 
road from Matar (connected to Gambella town by a reliable road) to akobo in 2019 also 
has the potential for a transformative impact.

Policies instigated by states regarding migration, border management and citizenship 
are also critical influencing factors. Neither the ethiopian nor the South Sudanese states 
have sought to exert sustained control over border crossings in Gambella, enabling the 
kind of fluid movements described in this report. it is also important to recognize the 
differences between how policies are framed and how they are enacted: while in theory 
Gambella’s refugees are meant to remain in camps, in practice it has generally been 
relatively straightforward to move in and out of the camps, particularly for those with 
strong links amongst local populations, enabling them to choose their own paths. under 
the new Global refugee compact, the ethiopian government has made a number of 
pledges about improving the economic opportunities available to refugees and even, in 
some cases, enabling ‘local integration’.78 how such policy commitments translate into 
practice in Gambella could have a significant impact on wider mobility trends.

international actors’ policies regarding international resettlement have also been hugely 
influential. The subject was raised by men and women inside and outside Gambella, 
drawing on both their past experiences of these programmes and their future aspirations. 
a number of men, formerly of Gambella and now based in the uk, described the mecha-
nisms behind the resettlement programmes to the uS. These began in earnest in kenya 
just after the SPla’s split in 1991, which had led to an upsurge of violence in Southern 
Sudan. The men explained that riek Machar, then leader of one of the factions, encour-
aged people to seek such opportunities as a resource that would benefit the whole 
community. communities therefore came together to provide selected individuals with 
the resources needed to travel from Gambella to the refugee camps in northern kenya, 
where the programmes were operating. These individuals were selected on the basis of 

77  This includes transportation by foot, which has always been an important means of mobility in the area.

78  a term that is poorly defined internationally, but that is taken to imply that refugees will be granted 
some or all of the rights available to citizens of that country. The ethiopian government’s definition is set 
out in the 2019 refugee Proclamation, and focusses on the provision of permanent residence permits 
to certain groups of refugees, albeit on a temporary basis. freddie carver and alemu asfaw Negusie, 
forthcoming synthesis study of ethiopian refugee policy and programming literature, publication expected 
2020.
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trustworthiness and reliability, the expectation being that they would in turn find ways 
to support those remaining in South Sudan and the region. as numbers grew and time 
passed, the justifications for entering the resettlement programme changed too, with 
family reunification becoming an increasingly important route.79

Gambella was an important link in this chain for many Nuer, evidenced by the numbers 
of australian, american and canadian citizens now returning there on a regular basis.80 
Since 2013, the violence targeted at Nuer-speaking peoples in South Sudan has provided 
a renewed basis for asylum requests in Western countries, even if the numbers accepted 
are now far smaller.81

a model for mobility?

Taken together, these factors suggest a framework for understanding the choices indi-
viduals make regarding their mobility, summarized in figure 2.

The three individual stories of mobility outlined below are illustrative of how these 
various factors interact over time. The various factors described above are referenced 
within the stories by the letters a-e, which refer to the sub-headings of this section.

The first story concerns a businessman currently based in Gambella. Born in the early 
1970s in Nasir area, on the South Sudanese side of the border, he came to itang camp 
in 1985 after the civil war had erupted (a). he returned to South Sudan in 1991 when 
itang was closed down (e), but later that year was able to come back and claim a place 

79  fGd with Nuer-speakers, uk, June 2019. 

80  interview with businessman, Juba, January 2019.

81  interviews with Nuer-speaking men, cambridge, uk, January 2019.

figure 2. Modelling mobility choices
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at a school for refugees in Mizan Teferi (which was highlighted by many interviewees as 
a key location for the Nuer in ethiopia) (B). in 1995, he managed to secure passage to 
kenya, where he was able to get a place on an international resettlement programme 
that took him to the uS (e). he established himself there until 2012, when, inspired by 
the prospects opened up by South Sudanese independence, he returned to Gambella 
to pursue business opportunities (c). due to disagreements with key local leaders, he 
found opening a new business on the South Sudan side of the border difficult, so instead 
leased land in Gambella town and opened up a business there (d and e). he remains a 
uS citizen, and as a result has to travel regularly to addis ababa to renew his visa (e).82

The second story, of a young man from akobo, is representative of more localized move-
ment within the region. Ten years younger than the previous example, the man—during 
a period of intense fighting and limited schooling in the akobo area in 1997—moved to 
Gambella and lived in Pugnido camp for eight years, where he finished his education (a 
and B). Through friends he was then able to move to Gambella town and secure a place 
at the teacher training college, qualifying as a teacher in the ethiopian system (c and 
d). he was then placed in a school in Thiergul, also known as akobo in ethiopia, a few 
miles from the larger South Sudanese town of the same name (c). he taught there until 

82  interview with businessman, Gambella town, March 2019. 
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violence amongst various Nuer sections forced him back across the border to the South 
Sudanese akobo in 2008 (a), where he was able to find work with one of the many NGos 
now operating in the town (c).83

The third story, of another young man from akobo with a notable mobility history, 
also illustrates all of the identified factors above. Younger than a2, he too moved from 
akobo to Pugnido in 2000, having reached Grade 4 (a and B). he stayed for six years 
then, once peace came, returned to akobo to find work (c). Based on his qualifications, 
the government placed him as a teacher. he then had the opportunity to go to the 
university of Juba in khartoum as part of a ‘Making unity attractive’ project, which took 
Southern Sudanese students from across the country (B).84 his year of graduation coin-
cided with the referendum, with the government in Juba requesting that all students in 
the north return south (e). after the referendum he attempted to go to Juba (where the 
university had now officially moved) to complete his degree, but was unable to do so as 
he had no other support (d). returning to akobo, he started working with international 
organizations. in November 2013, he travelled to Juba on work-related business. he 
was still there when violence flared and so was forced to flee into the Poc site (a). he 
remained there for more than four years, working for NGos while completing his degree 
and receiving two opportunities to undertake training in Nairobi under different schol-

83  interview with young man, akobo, June 2019.

84  Such projects were part of the comprehensive Peace agreement signed between the SPlM and the 
khartoum government in 2005.

Map 2. The mobility history of a young man from akobo
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arship schemes. he finally returned to akobo in 2018 for reasons related to community 
organization (d).85

.

85  interview with young man, akobo, June 2019.
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3. Networks, connections and mobility

central to an individual’s ability to choose their path through this challenging environ-
ment is the social capital available to them, particularly through the networks they are 
part of. The stronger these are, the more options and opportunities an individual is 
likely to have to move further into the region and the world although in some cases the 
challenges that are faced will overwhelm even those with the most extensive networks. 
The net result is a highly dispersed population. This population is then faced with the 
challenge of maintaining the strength of the network, and of how to provide mutual 
support to all its members across increasingly large distances.

the importance of family

families are at the core of networks, making them the most critical means of commu-
nication and interaction across locations. of those interviewed for this study, everyone 
resident in the uk and australia was in regular contact with family in South Sudan and 
Gambella, while 95 per cent of Gambella residents interviewed who had family in other 
countries remained in some form of contact with them. of the Gambella residents, all 
had family in South Sudan, while two thirds also had family in other countries. for just 
under half of them, this included family outside the region, primarily in the uS but also 
in australia. While these figures cannot be taken as representative of the entire Nuer-
speaking population, some patterns did emerge.

The more remote the location, the less likely it was that respondents would have family 
in further away locations. residents of Gambella town frequently referred to being in 
touch with, and receiving support from, family members in multiple countries. in lare, 
a reasonably accessible large village close to the South Sudan border, the pattern was 
similar. in the more isolated and rural Matar and Jikow, however, the picture was far 
more mixed. it was also in these locations that individuals with a more limited mobility 
history were to be found. This is clearly related to the nature of urban living, which 
is more expensive and therefore—unless an individual has sustainable employment—
demanding of external support. as such, there is a strong correlation between those 
living in larger towns, away from subsistence life, and those with extensive networks 
able to provide them with external support. These networks contain a strong self-rein-
forcing element, with mobility within them enabling the further mobility of others.



'no one Can stay without someone' 31

Communication mechanisms

regular communication is essential to the flow of resources and information through 
networks, allowing, according to one resident of Juba, ‘other connections [to] come in’.86 
The most common forms of communication are facebook, facebook Messenger and 
telephone, although the latter is considerably more expensive and is less reliable. resi-
dents of Juba and in the uk indicated they also use group emails, Whatsapp and, in one 
instance, instagram.87 access to a mobile phone network and the internet is therefore 
a key enabler, and so a critically important resource. aside from the financial demands 
this imposes,88 this acts as a major constraint in those parts of South Sudan—such as 
akobo—where the government has obstructed mobile phone networks for political 
reasons. in such areas, access to communication channels is largely dominated by inter-
national aid agencies, thus providing a significant benefit to those who work for them 
(the majority of whom are hired from the local area). The military is another key source 
of communication infrastructure. a young man living in Gambella town explained how 
his brother, a soldier with the SPla-io, relies on his commander’s telephone for commu-
nication.89 To circumvent these constraints, individuals often give physical letters to 
those travelling to rural parts of South Sudan, in order that they can pass them on to 
friends or relatives.90

in some cases, an inability to communicate causes people to lose touch with family 
or friends in different locations.91 conversely, finding new channels of communication 
brings new potential sources of support. one kebele official in Matar described how:

My paternal cousin … he is in South Sudan … when the war started we never 
communicated, now i heard that his telephone number has been found in addis 
ababa … i heard that he talked to people in addis ababa … he does not support 
us because we do not communicate.92

Physical return to Gambella by family members, for both short or long visits, are in many 
instances important milestones in cementing networks. While the expense involved—
particularly from the uS or australia—clearly limits an individual’s ability to make such 
trips repeatedly, they remain a regular and significant occurrence,93 providing opportu-
nities not only to spend time with kin and friends, but also to conduct other business. 
Men (and, less often, women) often use such trips to initiate or progress marriage 

86  interview with man, Juba, January 2019.

87  interviews with men and women, Juba and the uk, January 2019. 

88  as one man in Gambella town put it: ‘The challenge to our communication is lack of money’.

89  interview with man, Gambella town, March 2019.

90  interviews with men, Gambella town, March 2019; interview with woman, Melbourne, australia, 
January 2019.

91  interviews with men and women, Gambella town, Jikow and itang, March/april 2019.

92  interview with man, Matar, april 2019.

93  interviews conducted in urban and rural locations, Gambella, March/april 2019.
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processes. furthermore, individuals returning to Gambella come laden with goods and 
gifts for others.94

Financial flows

Support from networks takes many forms, but by far the most common is financial. Such 
support is a moral imperative, neatly summarized by a uk resident, who explained that 
‘what you have is ours’.95 Money transfer agencies, particularly Western union, Money-
Gram and Bole atlantic (an ethiopian provider), are frequently used. an important 
constraint on receiving remittances is limited access to banking services, with fewer 
outreach services available in rural areas than is the case with dahabshiil in ethiopia’s 
Somali regional State.96 access has been a particular challenge in Gambella town during 
times of ethnic tension, with the main bank branches in the centre of town, over the 
bridge from the Newlands area where most Nuer live. Bank branches have only recently 
opened in Newlands, a response to the community’s significant demand for financial 
services.97

ethiopian banking regulations also impose constraints. it is relatively easy to transfer 
funds into the country, but not to send it out through official channels. one member 
of bank personnel, in noting the apparent decrease in amounts his bank is handling, 
suggested that the unfavourable exchange rates offered by banks are pushing people 
into the black market.98 Meanwhile, a trader based in Juba travels to Gambella to physi-
cally collect money brought there by relatives from the uS.99

Money that does come through banks seems to be predominantly transferred in rela-
tively small amounts—between uS$50 and uS$150—and comes mostly from the uS, 
australia and canada.100 Many people receive or provide financial support for schooling 
or university, sometimes for very specific, relatively inexpensive, tasks.101 Money is also 
used for payment of marriage debts, monthly rent payments, and other kinds of ‘general 
welfare’.102 in Melbourne, the highest priority support was for medical emergencies.103 

94  one interviewee was wearing a T-shirt bought by a relative from australia earlier that year. another 
talked about his brother coming from South Sudan bringing oil to distribute. interviews, Gambella town 
and lare, March/april 2019.

95  interview with Nuer speaker, cambridge, uk, January 2019.

96  Based on observations from other research conducted by the research team.

97  interview with man, Gambella town, May 2019.

98  interview with man, Gambella town, May 2019.

99  interview with trader, Juba, January 2019.

100  interviews with bank officials, Gambella town, april/May 2019.

101  one student at Gambella university described how he had used this support to cover the costs of 
photocopying notes provided by university lecturers. interview with male student, Gambella town, March 
2019. 

102  interview with woman, Gambella, May 2019.

103  fGd with Nuer-speakers, Melbourne, June 2019.
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The peak seasons for remittances appear to be christmas and the January–May dry 
season, when food is less available locally.104

There is also evidence of finances flowing through these networks aimed at enabling 
business investments and growth in the region. These can take different forms: capital 
that allows Gambella-based relatives to start their own businesses (examples include 
enabling local bars to provide so-called cinema services through Tvs and cable connec-
tions, or individuals to purchase grinding mills for grinding maize);105 businesses owned 
by individuals based overseas, but who travel back and forth to monitor their invest-
ments (examples include a recently opened hotel in Gambella town and some of the 
boats involved in cross-border trade, which have uS-based owners);106 and individuals 
returning from overseas to run businesses in Gambella, often making use of connections 
developed in their countries of resettlement.107

Those with such connections are well placed to undertake import/export businesses, 
particularly in cases where great value is placed on accessing goods only available 
in certain locations, such as the clothes coming from khartoum to South Sudan via 
Gambella. This can also be seen in the fact that ethiopian highlanders appear to be living 
and working in Juba’s Poc site, utilizing their ability to access goods from ethiopia that 
are desired by their Nuer neighbours.

Between 2005 and 2012, South Sudan was a key source of finance for people in the 
region. at the time, salaries in Juba were high and paid in uS dollars, allowing individuals 
with government jobs to provide substantial support elsewhere, with residents of Juba 
even providing support to friends and relatives struggling in countries of resettlement.108 
although funds are no longer flowing from Juba in the same way, the opportunities to 
earn foreign currency working for international organizations over the border in places 
such as akobo, combined with the absence of opportunities to spend it there, suggests 
that such money is likely coming into Gambella. indigenous goods from Gambella and 
South Sudan, such as dried fish, are also sometimes sent around the world to homesick 
family members.109

financial support is not only contingent on being able to ask for it via reliable communi-
cation, but also tends to be time limited and need specific. a young woman living in rural 
Gambella said of their relative in australia: ‘When we tell her that the family need some-
thing, she will provide’.110 elsewhere, a young man studying in Gambella town observed: 

104  interview with bank official, Gambella, May 2019.

105  interview with bank official, Gambella, May 2019; observations, Gambella town.

106  fGd conducted with boat owners, Matar, april 2019; observations, Gambella town.

107  interview with businessman, Gambella town, March 2019.

108  fGd with Nuer-speakers, Melbourne, June 2019.

109  fGd conducted with boat owners, Matar, april 2019.

110  interview with young woman, Jikow, March 2019.
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‘The one who provides more support is the one in america. if there is need and when 
somebody asks him’.111

Support is often provided at a specific time for a specific reason, such as when people are 
at secondary school or starting a business. When the period of most need has passed, 
the support will likely end. in some cases, support also has to be earnt. for example, a 
young woman noted that relatives in the uS had stopped supporting her and her sister 
through school when her sister became pregnant: ‘They interpreted that we are not 
interested in learning.’112

individuals in the diaspora appear to see the support they provide in a slightly different 
light, often painting a picture of those in Gambella as being far more dependent on 
their support for daily survival than Gambella residents indicated was the case. one 
australian resident reported: ‘We help them financially, most of them depend on people 
here for their daily life’.113 another man based in the uk suggested that it was very 
challenging to provide support to specific people for specific purposes: ‘People don’t 
see things as anything other than communal, everyone needs to take a part even if 
you don’t dedicate it to them’.114 This discrepancy speaks partly to the communication 
challenges across distances explored in Section 4. it is also likely due to the resource 
constraints that currently exist across the whole system, with no particular commu-
nity prosperous enough to subsidize others, thereby putting all elements of the system 
under greater strain.

other forms of support

Money and goods are not the only support provided. The ‘moral support’ afforded by 
regular communication with those in different locations is clearly important to those 
facing hardships, and is a central tenet of the Nuer support system.115 In some instances, 
this moral support has a practical aspect in the form of community projects. one 
example is the khor Wakow School Project, a charity initiated by a uS-based Nuer man 
identifying as a ‘lost Boy’, which seeks to support cross-border education and health 
projects in areas cut off from services.116

111  interview with young man, Gambella town, March 2019.

112  interview with young woman, Gambella town, March 2019.

113  interview with Nuer-speaking man, Melbourne, australia, January 2019.

114  interview with Nuer-speaking man, cambridge, uk, January 2019.

115  interview with young man, Gambella town, March 2019.

116  interview with man, Gambella town, March 2019. ‘lost Boy’ is a term widely used to refer to a cohort 
of children who fled Sudan during the second civil war and ended up resettled in the uS, canada or australia.
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There is also a critical political dimension to the networks,117 which has manifested in, for 
example, the National dialogue process’118 emphasis on reaching out to those in different 
locations across the world. There is also evidence, however, that significant finances 
have been raised by different armed groups through mobilizing their networks.119 While 
a careful line is reportedly drawn between kin-based networks and those focussed on 
political or military objectives, it is clearly not possible to maintain this separation at all 
times.120

While the SPla-io has been unable to sustain itself operationally in Gambella in the same 
way as the SPla did in the 1980s, it remains an important territory for it. The population 
is a core constituency, and the area provides access to a number of critical locations in 
South Sudan. The kinship networks described here, which political leaders are also part 
of, undoubtedly constitute a mechanism through which it can retain influence. Support 
comes in a variety of forms and sizes, with, for example, a young man living in Gambella 
town explaining how he supported his brother—a soldier in the SPla-io—make photo-
copies of cantonment registration forms for troops in the area.121

Other bridging institutions

families and kinship groups are not the only vehicles through which transnational 
networks operate. Next in importance are churches, which have significantly increased 
in number in Gambella in recent years. Traditionally, Nuer-speaking communities in this 
region have been linked to Protestant churches, particularly the Presbyterians, but since 
the late 1990s there has been a proliferation in the number and range of other churches, 
particularly evangelical Protestant and Pentecostal branches. This is partly a result of 
displacement, as individuals move between different locations and bring different affil-
iations with them. This appears to have been the case especially in refugee camps and 
towns, with new churches there able to spread into rural areas. Today, Gambella (and 
particularly Gambella town) has a highly complex religious landscape, something that is 
recognized in other parts of the Nuer network. as one uk resident observed:

i think the Nuer in ethiopia—both citizens and refugees—are so [much more] 
impacted by this new development than the Nuer outside ethiopia and even 

117  While this subject was not focussed on in the interviews in Gambella to avoid touching on highly 
sensitive issues that may have placed the research team at risk, previous research commissioned privately 
in the region has shown that transnational networks play an important role in the calculations of all South 
Sudan’s political actors. 

118  The National dialogue process was launched by the government in Juba in 2017 to provide a more 
consultative process for discussing key challenges faced in South Sudan. More information can be found at: 
www.ssnationaldialogue.org/.

119  although it should be noted that evidence suggests that funds raised for such explicitly political 
purposes are a relatively minor part of overall remittance flows. See Barnes et al., The role of transnational 
networks and mobile citizens in South Sudan’s global community’.

120  interview with man, uk, January 2019.

121  interview with man, Gambella town, March 2019.
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other South Sudanese. There are huge numbers of Nuer and non-Nuer popula-
tions in khartoum, uganda and kenya, but they have not been so religious.122

a number of these churches have also had significant external input and influences, 
particularly from the uS. in some cases, Nuer who had travelled to the uS through 
uN resettlement schemes linked american evangelical movements with their kin in 
Gambella or South Sudan, leading to the establishment of new churches. This was the 
case, for example, with evangelical lutheran church and evangelical covenant church, 
both of which were established in the late 1990s. in other cases, Nuer students who 
travelled to addis ababa linked up with american missionary groups, subsequently facil-
itating the establishment of new churches in Gambella. This, for example, was how the 
church of the Nazarene expanded into Gambella in the mid-1990s. Today, each of these 
churches has dozens of congregations in Gambella, both inside and outside refugee 
camps. Several churches, often with external support, have opened primary schools in 
Gambella town, with some even establishing private colleges that offer degrees in both 
secular and religious fields. The relatively new Trinity lutheran college, which operates 
under Trinity lutheran church and is supported by american church members, is one of 
the most popular higher education institutions in Gambella today.

These churches seek to exploit pre-existing network effects in order to maximize their 
reach, including utilizing kinship networks to expand into rural areas. as one active 
church worker said: ‘The church [of the] Nazarene is interconnected … it works without 
border. We have spiritual sharing with church in South Sudan … we carry out gospel’.123 A 
missionary from another church used similar language: ‘The word of God does not have 
border, we could go everywhere, wherever Nuer live all over the world, we will teach 
Nuer everywhere’.124 in the latter example, borderlessness has created particular chal-
lenges for the church in question, as its outreach organization is only registered in South 
Sudan and not in ethiopia. Without a licence, they have to operate under the auspices of 
another church, and try to engage with local politicians in order to secure the necessary 
approvals to operate.

Through making use of such cross-border networks, churches are able to raise resources 
in multiple locations, as well as facilitate mobility through offering short- and medi-
um-term scholarships and trainings.125

churches have also played a critical role in linking families separated across multiple 
locations, with one resident of Juba’s Poc site reporting: ‘There are so many organiza-
tions that take care of us, but to me churches are the leading institutions that connect 
people easily and permanently’.126 cross-denominational initiatives that are operational 

122  fdG with Nuer-speakers, uk, June 2019.

123  interview with missionary man, Gambella town, March 2019.

124  interview with missionary man, lare, March 2019.

125  interviews with men and women, Gambella town, March 2019.

126  interview with a man< Juba Poc site, May 2019.
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in multiple countries—such as the Nuer christian Mission Network—also help cement 
networks through religious conferences and evangelization campaigns that bring 
together Nuer from different areas.127

While the churches undoubtedly bring resources to Gambella, they also raise signifi-
cant funds within the region from their congregations. While this may be understood 
locally as part of an individual’s solidarity with their wider community, some of those 
abroad had a different perspective, perhaps influenced by the secular environment of 
their countries of resettlement. for example, one uk resident explained: ‘[The churches] 
drained money away from the members because they have to pay the tithe, offerings 
and thanksgiving gifts when pastors pray for them on special occasions. Too many 
churches around means so much money going out of the pockets of the churchgoers.’128

externally raised resources appear to be spent primarily on special projects or outreach 
initiatives related to education or training, with day-to-day costs (for example, mainte-
nance or construction of church buildings; funding of services and conferences) reliant 
on local contributions. in a resource-poor environment, it is therefore uncertain what 
the churches’ net effect has been on local communities.

a handful of other organizations and networks exist, but seem fragmented in how they 
operate. Some initiatives are attempting to create genuinely global networks amongst 
Nuer-speaking peoples, such as the Nuer or Naath Global Network, or a recent initiative 
emanating from the uk aimed at establishing a Nuer Global forum. others focus on 
particular sections of the population, such as Youth for Peace and development, or the 
Gambella university Student association (GuNSa, which exists in multiple locations in 
ethiopia as well as in South Sudan). Practical examples include GuNSa raising money 
from its members to provide support to those in need of assistance.129 in australia, there 
are numerous parallel organizations tied to different ethnic groupings in particular loca-
tions, such as the Jikäny and Gaajak communities in victoria.130 finally, the red cross 
remains a key organization in enabling people to connect and find each other over long 
distances.131

127  interviews with young men and women, Gambella town, March 2019. 

128  fGd with Nuer-speakers, uk, June 2019.

129  interviews with students, Gambella town, March 2019.

130  fGd with Nuer-speakers, Melbourne, australia, June 2019.

131  interviews with man, Melbourne, australia, January 2019; interviews with men and women, Juba Poc 
site, May 2019.
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4. how people understand their own networks

The support received through the networks described above is fundamental to everyday 
life in Gambella. it is not only a core livelihood strategy for many, but contributes to 
emerging inequalities between those able to benefit in different ways. it is therefore 
essential to understand the wider moral and emotional impact of networks. how do 
they affect people’s sense of themselves and their communities, and the wider social 
and political forces shaping their lives?

mutual support and nuer unity

The concept of Nuer unity is extremely important in Gambella. in the words of one rural 
missionary: ‘Nuer unity is more than a bullet’.132 one resident of Gambella town said: 
‘We are against Nuer disunity, we do not want anything that could cause somebody 
to leave his school’.133 A kebele official, meanwhile, stated: ‘Nuer is one, Nuer does not 
treat another Nuer as foreigner’.134

in the context of the civil war, this growth in ethnicized framings of identity in both 
South Sudan and Gambella is perhaps unsurprising, with a strong and unified Nuer-
speaking population critical to securing political space and resources. a contradiction 
emerges, however, in the parallel emphasis on more localized identities, particularly 
which cieng—where the core ties of mutual obligation are rooted—an individual most 
closely associates with.

Particularly in rural parts of Gambella, people often use the language of difference when 
describing Nuer unity. for example, a community elder in the lare area said: ‘Nuer love 
themselves, the only problem is that they always fight among themselves, they kill 
themselves by themselves and they are killed by their enemies, they divide themselves 
between their enemies’.135

This tension is supported by past anthropological research with Nuer-speaking popula-
tions. on the one hand, the notion of being derived from common parentage promotes 
a strong basis for a unified people. on the other, however, when a Nuer speaks of 
his cieng they are conceptualizing ‘structural distance’, identifying themselves with a 
specific local community while cutting themselves off from others.136

132  interview with a missionary man, lare, March 2019.

133  interview with man, Gambella town, March 2019.

134  interview with kebele official, lare, March 2019.

135  interview with community elder, lare, March 2019.

136  duany, ‘Neither palaces nor prisons’, p. 134.
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relying on identity alone to foster unity can therefore be problematic, particularly in 
regard to an identity as broad as that of ‘Nuer’. it is in this context that the language of 
the Nuer ‘loving themselves’ must be understood, emphasizing that Nuer unity is not 
merely the result of a particular identity but also the work of the mutual support and 
communication networks that bind people together. as one resident of Gambella town 
said: ‘The way in which Nuer work together could be referred to as unity’.137 Another 
explicitly elided the networks themselves with peoples’ ability to communicate: ‘With 
regard to how this network could be referred, i think it can be called Nuer unity or 
the Nuer communication network’.138 a third went further, suggesting that how people 
operate within these collaborative networks is in fact more important than other 
markers of identity:

To us the Nuer … anyone who provides support, that person could have rela-
tionship with you, one cannot be trusted simply because he is Nuer … the fact 
someone bears six marks and speaks Nuer language does not make that person 
suitable to be trusted by Nuer unless that person stood firmly for this problem 
that the Nuer face.139

culturally, cieng has primarily been defined in terms of relationships between people 
who live together in peace, share resources and respect a set of norms and priorities, 
and not solely by lineage affiliations. it is these notions of sharing that appear to be 
increasingly tested as communities disperse and levels of inequality amongst members 
grow. consequently, breakdowns in the system—for example, those caused by the war—
are seen as damaging to all Nuer. a female student at Gambella university explained:

That time in South Sudan people were very cooperative, when you arrive in 
someone’s house you will be served with water, even a family that you do not 
know, now here in Gambella when you come to someone’s house, people will 
just look at you unless you ask for water, now Nuer become bad, that is not the 
life they had in the past.140

in Juba, when rumours were spread about the potential negative implications of being 
internationally resettled, the link to support was also made explicit: ‘These rumours 
were circulated that if you go to international diaspora you like dead person, in which 
you will never see or meet them physically, or do something positive for your relatives’.141

an important notion related to this is guäl kuakni ̠. Translated, this simply means ‘the 
sharing of resources’, but implied within the original words are ideas of circulation, with 
resources moving between different hands to ensure everyone has their turn. Such 
language is closely in line with processes of distribution and redistribution described 

137  interview with man, Gambella town, March 2019, emphasis added.

138  interview with man, Gambella town, March 2019.

139  interview with man, Gambella town, March 2019. 

140  interview with young woman, Gambella town, March 2019, emphasis added.

141  fGd with Juba Poc residents, Juba, June 2019. 
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by anthropologists as functioning in rural Nuer villages.142 for those in rural areas, the 
cross-border movement of cattle—whether for access to markets or just for seasonal 
grazing—is seen as bringing people together and creating strong connections:

When they come here, their leaders there, here they will be under these leaders, 
when they return they will work in their sides, their children attend school as our 
people and then they will go to school, even if he is from the at side, that is the 
same for health service.143

in times of peace, such ideas allow those from different cieng to interact and work 
together peacefully, resolving problems when they arise and even, in some cases, devel-
oping merged and overlapping identities. a very different approach is taken, however, 
with non-Nuer cattle-keepers passing through the area.

the impact of dispersal

a complex web of thick connections develops when communities and kin are in phys-
ical proximity, with economic, social and political bonds emerging. in the context of 
Gambella and South Sudan, the fact that these connections have been operating across 
a national border has not been a significant constraint, with—as we have seen—signifi-
cant opportunities arising for both ethiopian and South Sudanese citizens. The sustained 
impact of the conflict, however, has been to disperse networks far more widely.

indeed, the language used to describe the conflict is sometimes framed in terms of 
dispersal. a commonly used phrase is ‘ni ɛn më ci ɣɔw dak’, which translates as ‘when 
the world got destroyed’ but also refers to the process of dispersal and separation. 
for one resident of Gambella town, who described how ‘we have nothing to support 
ourselves, no one support me in school, no one who could provide me with accommo-
dation’, this process was understood in a wholly negative light.144

The metaphor of dispersal is deeply rooted in Nuer culture, with hutchinson explaining 
how:

whenever the negativity of change is foremost in people’s minds, images of 
increased social separation dominate. one of the most powerful of these meta-
phors is ci ro̠ o̠ l da̱ ɣ (‘the world has split apart, asunder’). When used with 
reference to a ‘marriage’ (kuen) or other types of ‘relationship’ (maar), the 
verb däkɛ (däɣɛ) signifies a permanent rupture—which is to say, a ‘divorce’ (da̱ k 
kuen) or a definitive ‘severing of kinship’ (da̱ ɣ maarä).145

142  for example, duany, ‘Neither palaces nor prisons’, 89–100.

143  interview with older man, Jikow, april 2019. 

144  interview with man, Gambella town, March 2019.

145  Sharon Hutchinson, Nuer Dilemmas: Coping with Money, War, and the State, Berkley/los angeles: 
university of california Press, 1996, 40.
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There appears, however, to be highly varied views amongst Nuer-speakers on whether 
this dispersal is fundamentally negative. for example, one Gambella resident described 
how the more remote parts of the network are just an extension of what already exists 
locally:

if anything happened in the community there in South Sudan, everyone will be 
informed, all the headmen, executive chiefs, sub-chiefs will come together to 
unite and solve the problem in that particular clan, because those who are living 
in ethiopia here, because those who are in ethiopia will worry, they will need to 
know if what happened has been resolved—this is true also in america.146

While every individual has experienced disruption differently, broader trends have 
emerged. overall, it is clear there is enormous anxiety about the long-term impact of 
displacement, although this has manifested itself in various ways according to context.

a key aspect relates to the notion of ‘culture’, specifically the assertion that ‘the Nuer 
network exists because they have unity on cultural issues’.147 exposure to different envi-
ronments and different cultures, however, creates greater diversity in cultural expression 
and norms. This is particularly evident in Juba’s Poc sites. When people discuss the differ-
ences between themselves and those in Gambella, it is often framed in the context of 
dancing. for example: ‘The way they dance and the way we dance is sometime different, 
even the ways we sing our song is also different’.148 another resident of the Poc site 
broadened the point: ‘Back home we have cultural, social and economic ties, but they 
are now falling apart because of the adaptation of other cultures which may not be 
good’. While he did not ‘rule out a positive outcome’ from this process, ultimately his 
view was that the Nuer people would become ‘vulnerable without clear culture in the 
future’.149

a uk resident originally from Gambella who had spent time working for the govern-
ment in Juba also emphasized this cultural fragmentation, describing the discrimination 
he had experienced in Juba due to not being able to speak arabic and being seen as 
somehow ‘primitive’ by his South Sudanese colleagues.150

This fear of losing culture and identity emerges strongly amongst the Nuer diaspora in 
the uk and australia, and is particularly the case when older Nuer talk of younger gener-
ations that have grown up away from the ‘traditional life’ of the region: ‘There are new 
generations … who don’t have this sense of cultural responsibility … we are trying to 
inculcate this in our youth but children … don’t speak Nuer well enough and don’t have 
this sense of legacy and understanding’.151

146  interview with man, Gambella town, March 2019.

147  interview with man, Gambella town, March 2019.

148  interview with Juba Poc resident, Juba, May 2019. 

149  interview with Juba Poc resident, Juba, May 2019.

150  interview with man, uk, January 2019.

151  fGd with Nuer-speakers, uk, June 2019.
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There is particular concern that exposure to images of ‘impoverished africans’, believed 
to be prevalent in the Global North, prejudices children’s views of their homeland and 
relatives.152 in some cases, this has resulted in parents sending their children to Gambella 
or South Sudan in order to reconnect with their roots.

Changing cultural norms

unsurprisingly, the displacement process leads to changing cultural norms. in Gambella 
itself, a woman in Jikow described how ‘now, in the world, we are not like in the past’. 
Being in the refugee camps had created new forms of cooperation amongst women 
from Maiwut state, regardless of which cieng they were part of, in turn influencing how 
they now worked together.153

in Juba, one person described how those in Poc sites have begun focusing on new kinds 
of business, with, for example, women becoming butchers:

This would be impossible for Nuer men to see Nuer women working as butchers, 
in contrast with … the village where they depend on customs and traditional 
belief that treats women as source of income … in fact, if we are not displaced 
the Nuer community will look at such women as irresponsible, criminal or against 
the Nuer culture.154

The key factor in this case has been the loss of support networks due to the death of 
husbands or brothers. in such situations, women are culturally empowered to take on 
new roles without the wider support network suffering judgement.

another individual in the Poc site described how he had argued with his family in ethi-
opia about marrying a wife on behalf of his deceased brother, as is traditional, but 
‘because of my education and religious experience that changed my attitude, i can’t do 
that. it was when they realized that i am totally different from them’.155

a uk resident described how his brother in the uS challenged their father on the number 
of children he was continuing to father, asking: ‘do you expect me to support all your 
kids?’156 Such an objection, stated so directly from the younger generation to the older, 
is anathema to traditional norms and should be understood as part of a fundamental 
reorientation of how kinship networks function. This can be deeply unsettling to those 
within them.

Norms around dowry and marriage also seem to be adapting to new realities. a growing 
recent trend has seen men living overseas seeking to arrange marriages with women in 

152  fGd with Nuer-speakers, Melbourne, australia, June 2019.

153  interview with woman, Jikow, March 2019.

154  fGd with Poc residents in Juba, Juba, June 2019.

155  interview with man, Juba, May 2019.

156  fGd with Nuer-speakers, uk, June 2019.
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Gambella or South Sudan, both in person and remotely.157 Such marriages cause signif-
icant complications, particularly if the woman involved is then unable to secure the 
necessary paperwork allowing her to travel to wherever her husband lives, meaning she 
must then remarry locally.158 one interesting feature of such marriages is that, during 
negotiations, those from overseas are apparently expected to pay a higher dowry and 
other additional payments. as one rural resident of Gambella described the situation:

The people … in america, they marry with more things. our marriage in this area, 
if there are 15 cows up to 20 the girl could be given … for america people it is 35 
to 40, without other experiences … because they have properties.159

higher bride-wealth is partly a response to the perception of higher levels of wealth 
amongst those in the diaspora. in the past, though, it has also been correlated with 
the strength of connections between different families, with individuals closer to the 
family they are marrying into having to pay less. That this is happening with those based 
overseas perhaps indicates an understanding that greater distance contributes to a 
weakening of connections.

it is in this context that, despite the important support they are able to provide, some of 
those in the uk and australia feel it would be ‘better’ to be closer to home. in Melbourne, 
for example, members of the Nuer community experience a keen sense of being unable 
to meet the demands of their family in the region as they would like—sending money 
alone is felt to be inadequate.160 This is clearly connected to the fact that all parts of the 
network are under strain, and demands for support from Gambella and South Sudan 
are high. in Melbourne, the constant requests for assistance, which cannot always be 
met, are starting to weaken the relationships between the local Nuer community and 
their relatives in Gambella and South Sudan. a failure to shoulder one’s moral obligation 
entails judgement from others,161 with some individuals feeling the pressure of these 
demands so deeply that they have started to reduce their communication with those 
in the region.162 This has the potential to cause long-term disruption to support if it is 
experienced by enough people for a sufficiently long period.

The fact that these networks rely heavily on money and money transfers may also affect 
their moral interpretation. Past research has explored the disruption caused to Nuer 
society over the last two centuries by the arrival of cash, which had a very different 
set of connotations to cattle, previously used as the primary marker of wealth. in 
1982, hutchinson found communities seeking to keep a distance between people and 
money, with money earnt by doing labour considered unsuitable for purchasing cattle 

157  interview with man in lare, april 2019.

158  interview with man, lare, april 2019.

159  interview with man, Matar, april 2019. This description was confirmed by three others in Gambella.

160  fGd with Nuer-speakers, Melbourne, australia, June 2019.

161  fGd with Nuer-speakers, Melbourne, australia, June 2019.

162  fGd with Nuer-speakers, Melbourne, australia, June 2019.
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for dowries.163 Some of the language used by respondents for this study suggests such 
concerns may also underpin anxieties regarding transnational networks, with the young 
woman in Gambella town who spoke of how the ‘Nuer became bad’ suggesting: ‘i think 
what affects cooperation could be because of the coming of money, and that leads to an 
increase in needs, certainly presence of money can affect people’s attitude’.164

Potential risks of division and fragmentation

respondents in all locations expressed concern about the risks of further fragmentation 
over time. one uk resident argued that ‘the Nuer are a deeply divided global community 
now’, which contrasts starkly with the emphasis on unity heard in Gambella itself.165 
There is a strong political component to this, with divisions amongst Nuer political elites 
echoing through kinship networks. one man provided a Nuer typology based not on 
area of origin but on relationship with the SPlM-io. according to one resident of Juba’s 
Poc site, the Nuer can be divided into the ‘original Nuer’, loyal to the SPlM-io; the ‘Nuer 
waw’,166 who are now with the government in Juba; and the ‘lost Nuer’, who have sought 
to remain neutral and some of whom are in the diaspora.167

Such terms are inherently exclusionary, reframing Nuer identity along lines that empha-
size division rather than unity. The conflict of recent years, together with the political 
divisions it has caused, appears to have had effects that have evolved over time. Many 
describe how the first phase of the war elicited both a strong sense of Nuer solidarity and 
considerable interest from those in different locations in providing support.168 however, 
divisions have emerged with the passing of time and, combined with the increased strain 
placed across the network, such solidarity has started to fragment. This fragmentation 
may be a significant driver of the highly emotive language, sometimes crossing into hate 
speech, used by some South Sudanese diaspora on social media.

Political actors may in turn seek to exploit these divisions. a recent example relating to 
Gambella is a letter addressed to the international community in 2017 by Thowath Pal, 
the chairman of the ethiopian unity Patriots front (euPf),169 which sought to undermine 
riek Machar’s credibility in South Sudan. The letter used arguments rejected by many 

163  Sharon hutchinson, ‘The cattle of Money and the cattle of Girls among the Nuer, 1930–83’, American 
Ethnologist 19/2 (1992): 294–316.

164  interview with a young woman, Gambella town, March 2019.

165  fGd with Nuer-speakers, uk, June 2019. 

166  a widely-used phrase that means ‘Nuer of money’, implying that their motivations are primarily related 
to personal enrichment and greed.

167  interview with older in man, Juba Poc site, May 2019.

168  interviews with men and women, Juba, May 2019; fGd with Nuer-speakers, uk, June 2019.

169  Thowath Pal is a prominent ethiopian Nuer politician, having been Governor of illulabor Province (the 
predecessor to Gambella) in the 1980s and close to the derg leader, Mengistu hailemariam. after the fall 
of the derg he went into exile, leading the ethiopian unity Patriots front as a rebel movement against the 
ePrdf government. he made peace with the government in November 2016 and now resides in addis ababa.
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in the local area, accusing riek of exploiting ethnicity to secure support for his agenda, 
in ways that ‘can trigger geo-political tensions between ethiopia and her neighboring 
Sudan and South Sudan’.170 The evidence provided for this included assertions that 
more than half the troops taken by riek to Juba in early 2016 were actually ethiopians 
from Gambella; that ‘citizens of the diaspora, who hold dual citizenship of uSa, canada, 
australia and european countries with most of them having their land and houses in 
Gambella regional state as ethiopians’ were ‘fighting for destruction of South Sudan’; 
and that the churches were also playing an active role in this.171 in effect, Thowath Pal 
sought to reframe the transnational networks and connections described in this report 
as evidence of a sinister and coordinated purpose. Such politicized framing obscures 
the reality of everyday transnational experiences and risks both exacerbating growing 
divisions and encouraging unhelpful policy responses.

Perhaps a more helpful way of understanding the changes these communities are facing 
is to view them as a form of urbanization. Many Nuer-speaking people who have moved 
from their rural heartlands have found themselves placed in the quasi-urban environ-
ments of camps or been forced to seek livelihoods in diverse towns and cities. Such 
changes would cause fundamental societal transformation for any group of people, but 
in this case, rather than taking place within a reasonably coherent geographical entity 
amongst largely homogeneous peoples, it is occurring across multiple locations in 
multiple continents with multiple points of cultural reference. This is inevitably a highly 
complex process, leading to new forms of inequality no longer governed solely by the 
cieng.

at any moment in time, for reasons both structural (such as having better networks 
across the ethiopian border) and coincidental (such as suddenly obtaining access to a 
new transportation opportunity), certain kinship groups are being afforded significant 
advantages. Nuer in the uk describe their perception that resentment is increasing 
towards those with wealth in the diaspora, giving as an example the burning of houses 
in Juba owned by those from overseas.172

There are clear tensions between the individualized capitalist system operating in 
countries of resettlement and the notions of mutual support embedded in Nuer 
culture, illustrated by stories of businesses led by diaspora individuals struggling on the 
ground. hotels founded by those based in the uS struggle to make a profit because 
relatives assume they don’t have to pay. one money transfer business run by two 
brothers between the uk and Gambella collapsed after the brother in Gambella used 
all the money to manage and support his personal network on the ground.173 While 

170  ethiopian unity Patriots front, ‘Press release: hidden Truth about Peace in South Sudan in regards to 
regional security’, 29 September 2017.

171  ethiopian unity Patriots front, ‘Press release: hidden Truth about Peace in South Sudan in regards to 
regional security’, 29 September 2017.

172  fGd with Nuer-speakers, cambridge, uk, June 2019.

173  fGd with Nuer-speakers, cambridge, uk, June 2019.
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such disputes have always been present, the widely differing cultural contexts in which 
the system now exists provides individuals with increasingly divergent expectations. 
Though the networks themselves are clearly partly redistributive in nature they are also 
self-reinforcing, meaning that these new forms of inequality may become increasingly 
entrenched.
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Conclusion

This report has touched on what might be called the transnational everyday experience 
of life in locations significantly affected by displacement and mobility over long periods. 
deep and far-reaching networks, present in people’s lives on a daily basis, fundamen-
tally affect their life choices. Such choices include where they live and where they can 
move to; who they live with; and how they support themselves and their families. 
While different people experience these networks in different ways, particularly across 
rural and urban locations, everyone is deeply conscious of the impact they are having. 
communication and the ability to transfer resources become critical to life in such an 
environment, with feedback loops identifiable between locations in different parts of 
the system.

Though these networks are of huge importance, they also represent accelerating 
changes in cultural identities and norms, which are greatly unsettling to those both in 
traditionally Nuer and non-Nuer settings. if populations in multiple parts of the system 
are struggling, this can lead to feelings of negativity, resentment and guilt across all loca-
tions. These feelings can then be exploited by political actors looking to sow division.

These transnational networks therefore present a considerable challenge to policy-
makers wishing to work with or support these populations. To begin with, they exist 
outside the nation-state framing most policy processes exist within, and are therefore 
hard for the policy community to recognize, let alone understand—particularly as many 
of the mechanisms used are informal. for a national government to engage systemati-
cally with networks that exist across Melbourne, leicester, addis, kampala, Gambella, 
Juba and akobo is no easy task, requiring a complex mix of organizations and agencies. 
international organizations that have a presence in multiple countries should in theory 
find this easier, but the vertical hierarchies used by most of them have meant they have 
struggled historically to develop coherent cross-border or regional approaches.

if these networks are ignored, then a huge driver of local economic, social and political 
realities—and potential opportunities to positively enforce them—is missed. even so, 
their problematic nature makes them a risky proposition, which is why narratives of 
diaspora communities fuelling hate speech and division are well entrenched in interna-
tional circles. There is a danger of overly politicizing networks and seeing them purely 
through the lens of conflict actors. While there is a clear link to such political dynamics, 
this approach risks skewing the way networks operate.

Policy considerations

anyone involved in externally led interventions in Gambella or similar environments 
should, at a minimum, take the time to understand how their work will both be impacted 
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upon and impact this ‘transnational everyday’ experience. if the focus is on livelihood 
creation or economics, questions should be asked about how external capital is coming 
into the area and being invested, and what risks or opportunities might be created by 
changes at key points in common networks. for example, what happens if new job 
opportunities are created in Juba? or if the social welfare policies of the local govern-
ment in Melbourne change?

if the focus is on humanitarian or resilience programming, then actors should seek to 
understand the transnational strategies being employed by the communities they work 
with, as well as the key inequalities or shifts they may be contributing to. actors should 
also identify any constraints obstructing support, for example in the ability of people 
to communicate with each other, or to easily transfer resources through the banking 
system.

if the focus is on peacebuilding, then careful analysis should be conducted of how specific 
networks—and networked entities such as churches and universities—are contributing 
to both peace and conflict dynamics. if particular parts of the network are contributing 
to division, then perhaps there are specific challenges that can be tackled where that 
part is located.

responding to such dynamics may require forming more complex teams, which encom-
pass the humanitarian, policy and peacebuilding sectors, with individuals from different 
locations and different backgrounds involved in the design or implementations of strate-
gies. for example, if the australian government wishes to develop a truly comprehensive 
strategy addressing the challenges faced by Melbourne’s Nuer community, it may need 
to involve not only local authorities and police, but the foreign ministry and its associ-
ated partners working in Juba and Gambella. only then will it be able to understand how 
the dynamics in these locations are affecting the target community’s lives.

in particular, there should be an acceptance that mobility is a core strategy for survival 
and growth within these populations, and that any policies or programmes seeking 
to restrict this mobility have the potential for significant negative effects. This finding 
is consistent with wider research on migration dynamics in africa,174 and should be 
reflected on by national governments looking to harden borders at home and abroad.

Programmes are often developed on the basis of over-simplified understandings of how 
and why people move. This is a particular challenge for refugee and return program-
ming, which tends to be premised on relatively straightforward ideas of populations 
either being forced or choosing to move from point a to point B. This report has demon-
strated the complex mix of factors involved, some within people’s control and some 
not. analysis of likely population movements, and responses to them, must adapt their 
models to reflect these realities. This is particularly relevant to the ethiopian govern-
ment’s intended reform of its refugee policies and the initiatives it is launching around 

174  for example, the work of the Migrating out of Poverty research consortium, available at: www.
migratingoutofpoverty.org.
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education and job-creation programmes, as well as to ongoing discussions in South 
Sudan about how best to support returning populations. Such discussions should fully 
absorb the implications of the networked dynamics set out here.
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