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Summary
• Twenty years of comprehensive US economic sanctions on Sudan were permanently revoked
in October 2017, after the US government deemed Sudan to have made progress in five key
areas. The United States continues to designate Sudan as a state sponsor of terrorism, preventing a broader normalization of relations.
• While the lifting of sanctions was welcomed by most Sudanese interviewed for this report,
the deteriorating economy, government repression, and failure to resolve Sudan’s multiple
conflicts have overshadowed the US overture.
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• Furthermore, Sudan’s economic crisis has led to skepticism about the effectiveness of sanctions relief. Most interviewees feel the process that led to the lifting of sanctions lacked
transparency and did not sufficiently involve or inform Sudanese outside the governmentconnected elite.
• Many respondents feel disappointed by the limited US action in response to recent government repression and lack confidence that the United States will hold Sudanese authorities
accountable for violations of human rights and the rule of law, maintaining presidential term
limits in the constitution, and holding credible elections in 2020.
• Given the US interest in counterterrorism and countering violent extremism, some respondents believe the government of Sudan exaggerates its knowledge of terrorist activities as a
means of proving its usefulness to the United States.
• Overall, Sudanese perceptions of the goals of the United States in its relations with Sudan
diverge from the intentions expressed by the US government. This indicates a significant communications and public diplomacy deficit, which detracts from US objectives and limits the
ability of Sudanese citizens to hold their own government to account.
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Introduction
The decision to lift most US economic sanctions on Sudan was controversial. Arguing that
sanctions were unfair, unmerited, and disproportionate, the government of Sudan lobbied
for years for the restrictions to be lifted. Meanwhile, some Sudanese argued that the removal
of sanctions would reward a regime responsible for gross human rights violations, led by
a president wanted by the International Criminal Court for alleged crimes in Darfur. In the
United States, human rights organizations and some members of Congress invoked similar
arguments to oppose any move to ease sanctions.
The sanctions—which included a broad-based trade embargo, freezing of government
assets, and limits on Sudan’s ability to transact in US dollars—were first imposed in 1997
by the Clinton administration for Sudan’s “continued support for international terrorism;
ongoing efforts to destabilize neighboring governments; and the prevalence of human
rights violations.”1 In January 2017, the Obama administration determined that Sudan
had demonstrated progress sufficient to relax sanctions but left to the Trump administration the decision to make sanctions relief permanent.2 The Trump administration delayed
an initial decision on lifting the sanctions to permit “additional fact-finding and a more
comprehensive analysis of the government of Sudan’s actions.”3 In October, the US government deemed Sudan to have made sufficient progress on the so-called five tracks—a mix
of domestic and regional priorities, including the suspension of military offensives in Darfur
and other conflict areas, and refraining from military involvement in the civil war in South
Sudan—and revoked sanctions permanently.4 The United States continues to consider Sudan
a state sponsor of terrorism (SST), a designation first made in 1993. Remaining on the SST
list restricts the types of US foreign assistance for which Sudan is eligible.5
This report does not intend to discuss the merits of sanctions relief, which have been
amply argued elsewhere.6 Instead, its goal is to explore the perceptions and hopes of Sudanese respondents for the future of their country’s relations with the United States on the
key issues of human rights, religious freedom, democracy, elections, and counterterrorism.
These are issues on which it is essential to make progress if Sudan is to be more peaceful,
inclusive, and better governed, and if broader US interests are to be served.
Semi-structured and group discussions with approximately fifty respondents were conducted in Khartoum in January and February 2018. This relatively small sample of respondents is not representative of all forty million Sudanese. But among the students, laborers,
small and large business owners, lawyers, doctors, pharmacists, engineers, academics,
activists, and ordinary citizens from a variety of ethnic groups and regions, most of whom
are not involved in government or politics, a range of perspectives emerged, demonstrating
both the diversity and commonality of views among the Sudanese.

The End of Sanctions

The views expressed in this report do not necessarily
reflect the views of the United States Institute of Peace,
which does not advocate specific policy positions.
To request permission to photocopy or reprint materials,
email: permissions@usip.org.

Most Sudanese respondents welcomed the end of twenty years of comprehensive US sanctions. Irrespective of whether sanctions were historically justified, several interviewees
noted that the lifting of sanctions removed a common excuse for government failure. “The
government used to say that US sanctions were responsible for all that was wrong in our
country,” one person explained. “They can’t hide behind that excuse anymore.”
Another interviewee pointed out that “sanctions did not punish the government....Sanctions protected regime-linked companies from competition. It was better they be lifted.”
Said another, “It is better to have sanctions target individuals, not everyone.”
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But the end of sanctions was not welcomed by all. Some respondents felt that lifting
sanctions was a reward for an unreformed, nepotistic government led by the same elite that
had overseen years of war, mismanagement, corruption, and widespread hardship. One man
from Darfur noted his worry that “lifting sanctions could mean more people killed because
more money to the government means they can spend more on the security sector.”
For almost all respondents, however, the lack of resolution of the conflicts in Darfur,
South Kordofan, and Blue Nile, together with the rapid deterioration of the economy after
sanctions were lifted, has overshadowed any merits of the US action. Since the sanctions
decision, the government has reduced subsidies on wheat, ostensibly on IMF advice, and
dramatically devalued the Sudanese pound.7 As a result, inflation has spiked, led by the cost
of food imports. One economist recently calculated an annualized inflation rate of more than
120 percent, at least twice the official figure.8
Demand for hard currency—in the form of US dollars—has surged, crippling the value of
the Sudanese pound and eroding the purchasing power of most ordinary Sudanese. Paradoxically, perhaps, the removal of economic sanctions may have made it easier to move money
abroad, contributing to the increased demand for foreign currency and accelerating a cycle
of capital flight. However, though there may be no definitive causal link between the ending of sanctions and worsening economic conditions, perceptions vary. As one interviewee
commented bitterly, “If this is what sanctions relief has brought, we were better off with
sanctions.” Daily increases in the prices of basic goods have prompted street protests and
the ironic joke that “the strongest leader of the opposition is the dollar.”
The street protests have been met by a government crackdown, arrests, and the arbitrary
detention of demonstrators, as well as the confiscation of entire print runs of newspapers
and other actions to intimidate journalists (including some arrests).9 One Sudanese government official attempted to justify the action of the security forces to arrest protesters as
“preventative,” stating that the intent was to ensure there was no violence akin to that seen
in 2013, during a similar moment of economic austerity.10
The rapidity and scale of the economic deterioration does, in part, illustrate the
mismatch of the expectations of Sudanese in the post-sanctions era. Though it may be
tempting to dismiss expectations of an immediate economic transformation as founded on
unrealistic presumptions, many felt disappointed that sanctions relief has not borne fruit
for the average person. While some held the United States responsible for this failing, and
others conceded their expectations for change may have been too high, many pointed to
the void of public information. As one person reflected, “The complexity of issues was not
explained to anyone—our debt, SST. For years we were told the sanctions were the cause of
all the problems, and then the US said the sanctions were over. Where are the real benefits
to most Sudanese?”
The lag of an appreciable impact to sanctions relief contributes to perceptions of continuity in the US approach. Said one trader, “Say what you want, the sanctions are still there.
It is difficult to do business abroad. The US hasn’t done much to encourage companies to
come here. When I recently tried to order printer ink cartridges [from a major American
manufacturer], they told me they couldn’t sell to Sudan.” Some, however, were more realistic
about the Sudanese economy’s own limitations as the principal obstacle. “We don’t have the
[hard] currency to trade,” said one interviewee. Another respondent, speaking about the lack
of correspondent banking relations, noted: “We can’t tell Citibank to come here.”
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Human Rights and Religious Freedom
While the absence of an explicit human rights agenda in the five-track process has been
extensively criticized by both Sudanese and Americans, Sudanese respondents offered both
idealism and skepticism in thinking about the place of human rights in relations with the
United States.11 Said one Sudanese lawyer unfamiliar with the specifics of the five tracks,
“Of course human rights is one of the five tracks. America stands for freedom!” His belief
that human rights would automatically be considered in any process of normalization,
coupled with an assessment that Sudan’s respect for human rights remained poor, led him to
conclude the United States was “pretending” there had been progress in human rights—that
it was seeing progress despite a lack of convincing evidence. Arguably, this is a perception
of the United States more damaging than the reality—that the United States did not claim
Sudan’s human rights record had much improved, and simply the overall situation of human
rights was not considered in this process.
In response to the criticism, some US officials have claimed that human rights in fact
did underpin the five tracks. Donald Booth, the former US special envoy to Sudan and South
Sudan, argued in May 2017 that “if you want to talk about protecting human rights, the basic
right is that of life. We felt that that focus of the five-track plan had very much a human
rights component to it.”12
But for most respondents the inauguration of President Donald Trump in January 2017
raised new doubts about the US commitment to human rights. As one young Sudanese
noted, “We don’t believe in US policy. President Trump told the world ‘America first,’ right?
Where does that leave Sudan?” Said another, “We don’t trust the US government—they will
get what they want from [the government of Sudan]. They are only a little concerned about
human rights and democracy.”
Many respondents linked the Trump administration to what they saw as a limited official
US response to popular protests and violent government repression. Said one activist, “They
are not interested in our freedom. Trump is there.”
Yet many keenly believed that when the United States spoke, the Sudanese government
would listen. As one interviewee said, “The only threat to the government is the Americans.”
Respondents were also acutely sensitive to the public diplomacy (or lack thereof) of American diplomats in Khartoum. One respondent in January 2018 noted that the press releases
section of the website of the US embassy in Khartoum had not been updated since Deputy
Secretary of State John Sullivan visited the country the previous November, despite the
ongoing street protests and government crackdown. “We notice when there isn’t a statement
on the US embassy website,” said one civil society worker.13
Diplomats always have to wrestle with the pros and cons of quiet diplomacy in the context of public protests. But juxtaposed against recent US statements of support for protests
in Iran and elsewhere in the Arab world, some respondents concluded that the United States
was choosing not to use its public influence in Sudan to the degree it should. One resident
of Khartoum, a dual national of the United States and Sudan who had been detained by the
authorities for protesting on multiple occasions in recent years, credited his release to the
intervention of consular officials at the US embassy. He noted that while he had had regular
contact with diplomats before his most recent arrest, he rarely saw American diplomats
nowadays. “Diplomats [are] not coming [to see me] after the [lifting of] sanctions,” he said.
“They don’t want to lose [good relations with] the government....The government is working
hard to please the US.”
Some interviewees welcomed the Trump administration’s new focus on religious freedom,
which they felt better incorporated human rights concerns than the five-track process. As
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one person explained, “Yes, some people live in conflict areas. But all of us live under an
intolerant government that has little respect for different views or beliefs.” That said, many
respondents felt concern at the present uncertainty and ambiguity about whether human
rights would truly be a priority in any future US engagement with the Sudanese government.
A few respondents questioned whether the Trump administration’s commitment to religious freedom was genuine. Others saw the mention of religious freedom as code for concern
for Christian minorities only. They noted that freedom of belief for the Muslim majority of
Sudanese has also been a problem, and that an approach was needed that would ensure
religious freedom for all. As one middle-aged man explained, “Although I am a Muslim, [the
government] can consider me an infidel if that is in their interest. And if I’m in the majority
and I can still be persecuted, what hope is there for the minority?”
Although few Sudanese were aware of Deputy Secretary of State Sullivan’s visit to Khartoum in November 2017 (and no one interviewed had seen the full text of his remarks),
almost every respondent agreed that religious freedom could not be achieved without
respect for other fundamental freedoms, including the freedom of speech and expression.14
Many pointed out that while these freedoms are well established in Sudan’s constitution
and were reiterated in the recent National Dialogue process, they have also been routinely
violated—and therefore a technocratic, legislative approach would not increase religious
freedom or safeguard political rights more broadly.
While most interviewees accepted that the United States is only a marginal actor in
ensuring the government of Sudan’s respect for the rule of law, some respondents were concerned that the next phase of the normalization process will focus too heavily on negative
measures (things the government should refrain from doing) and fail to change the underlying mentality of the regime. For example, while many agreed that the government should
not direct, be complicit in, or condone the demolition of church buildings, as referenced in
Sullivan’s Khartoum speech, it was also argued that such restraint should not be mistaken
for a genuine demonstration of tolerance.
Some interviewees argued that demanding changes to the public order law or the repeal
of legislative provisions on apostasy would have a similarly limited effect on the government’s mentality. In addition to such measures, some respondents argued for more direct
and practical action to engage powerful institutions. Suggestions included the government
reducing its authority in determining who could hold the office of imam in mosques in the
Khartoum area, or advocating for robust limits on the operational mandate of the National
Intelligence and Security Service, which plays a role in almost every sphere of public life.
Two respondents pointed out that while reform of the Voluntary and Humanitarian Work
Act, which regulates the work of national and international nongovernmental organizations,
was indeed necessary to broaden political freedom and the right of association, little would
change without also considering the operations and procedures of the notorious Humanitarian Aid Commission (HAC), which is responsible for the implementation of technical
agreements and license renewals of both national and international nongovernmental organizations. The Humanitarian Aid Commission has a long record of obstructing humanitarian
and civil society organizations (although it eased some restrictions in July 2017).15

Democracy and Elections
Sudan’s next elections are scheduled for 2020. The constitution limits President Omar alBashir, who in 2020 will have been in office for more than thirty years, from standing for
another term. However, most respondents fully expect Bashir to run again, believing the
constitution is only a “technical” impediment to his candidacy.
USIP.ORG • SPECIAL REPORT 427
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Despite these concerns, only a handful of respondents explicitly hoped that the United
States would prioritize democracy in its future engagement with Sudan. One interviewee
argued that US support for civic and voter education, domestic election observation, and
capacity building for political parties would help make the 2020 elections a more inclusive
and credible exercise. Most interviewees, however, were skeptical of the electoral process,
noting that the 2010 and 2015 elections had produced only marginal and temporary change.
One respondent noted that the “government doesn’t want democracy. The people are lost
in the middle.”
But some did see an opportunity for the United States to take a principled stand on the
elections and on the prospect of constitutional changes. As one person suggested, “If the
United States is interested in irreversible steps by the Sudanese authorities, a democratic
election is irreversible. We have done it before [in 1986].” Said another, “There is still a big
hope in the USA, the leading democracy in the world.”
Others felt that the focus should be on subnational elections—races for state governorships and assemblies—rather than on the presidential election. “We can make a difference at
the local level, if we have effective governance there,” said one woman. “It doesn’t have to be
about the palace [in Khartoum] or the parliament. We don’t have to think about the president.”
Sudan may be no exception to the broader regional trend of amending constitutions and
abandoning term limits. But some respondents felt it was a self-fulfilling prophecy to conclude that the 2020 elections will be of no value. They expressed a hope that any roadmap
for future US engagement would take into account the Sudanese electoral calendar and make
the credibility of upcoming elections a priority.

Some respondents...expressed
a hope that any roadmap
for future US engagement
would...make the credibility of
upcoming elections a priority.

Counterterrorism
Although terrorism and counterterrorism were not originally a central focus of this research,
the thoughts offered by some respondents on these subjects were revealing. One interviewee who had recently spent time in detention noted that “this government is doing everything it can to fight terrorism. Every time they take us to prison we meet smugglers.” He
went on to recount a story he had been told in prison by a cellmate who worked as a human
trafficker: “Said the trafficker, ‘we are allowed to take this trash [referring to Ethiopian and
Syrian migrants] outside the country...but [we] are told don’t take terrorism outside.’”
At the same time, others pointed out that Sudan had exaggerated its knowledge of terrorist networks and activities in order to impress the Americans. As one person put it, “The
United States government doesn’t care as long as Khartoum says it is fighting terrorism.”
Some respondents pointed to the government’s apparent ignorance of some of the university
campus-based activities of sympathizers of al-Qaeda and the Islamic State and alleged that
the government was in the dark when it came to the operation of some cells, only discovering their existence after media publicity.16
Others pointed to the government allowing some supporters of the Islamic State—notably Dr. Mohamed Ali Abdalla al-Gizouli—to continue to work freely in Khartoum.17 Although
al-Gizouli had been detained by the government in the past, one observer noted that the
arrests had little or no effect. “You can’t change his [al-Gizouli’s] mind by detaining him
every once in a while,” he said. Others noted that while Sudan may be cooperating with the
United States in some aspects of counterterrorism, in other dimensions—namely in taking
sides in Libya and with Hamas—Sudan’s support for radical groups has continued.
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Next Steps
Given the long history of mistrust and conflict between the United States and Sudan, many
respondents attributed interests to the United States that diverge significantly from the
publicly stated interests of the current and recent US administrations. “The Americans only
care about South Sudan,” said one respondent. “They support President al-Bashir,” said
another. While the truth may differ, these perspectives—together with those concerning
the US response to the aforementioned protests and government crackdown—indicate a
significant communications and public diplomacy deficit. Regardless of the cause, this gap
reinforces a narrative unhelpful to US interests and values and does not serve US objectives.
The limitations of Sudan’s mass media also contribute to this deficit, but among young
people—who are more likely to get their news from the internet or social media than from
state television and radio broadcasts—the Sudanese media is not the culprit. Many respondents hoped that future US engagement with Sudan would be more public and wide-ranging.
As one woman argued, it is “not enough to bargain with the regime on [a] few issues.”
For those respondents who had followed the five-track process, there was some concern
that the US government would again establish a process that was primarily government-togovernment, limiting the potential for Sudanese to be involved. There were also concerns
that the process would not have clear indicators and benchmarks for measuring progress. As
one person explained, “It’s difficult to agree whether there has been progress when there is
no minimum definition, no indicators. Take humanitarian access. Is access only defined for
international organizations? Is it just giving visas to American NGOs or USAID? Humanitarian
access means lots of things, and it shouldn’t be only externally driven.”
“I am against sanctions,” argued another respondent. “Sudan should not be on the
sponsors-of-terrorism list. But how can there be no indicators, no criteria, no clear time
frame, no involvement of Sudanese NGOs? It doesn’t make sense.”

Conclusion and Recommendations
The United States has continuing national, regional, and international interests in Sudan,
which for both the government and people of Sudan are viewed through the lens of an
acrimonious historical relationship. Yet the majority of the Sudanese people share a common interest with the United States: for Sudan to be more peaceful and better governed.
An historic opening to the broader normalization of relations with the United States has
coincided with economic and political turbulence in Sudan, and while economic concerns
remain preeminent many Sudanese are conscious of the significance of the US overture.
Overcoming years of mistrust between the United States and Sudan, however, will require
more meaningful interaction with ordinary Sudanese beyond the political elites. Divergent
perceptions, and some misunderstandings, exist among Sudanese about the goals of the US
engagement process with the government of Sudan, whether US values will be promoted in
the contemporary Sudanese context, and how the prospects of a normalization process can
best address the concerns and challenges of the majority of Sudanese citizens.
These misunderstandings and misperceptions matter. They lead to Sudanese ascribing
motives to US policy that may be unfounded. Some will continue to see US policy as antithetical to their interests. Others will be unconvinced that US interests are motivated by
the promotion of a peaceful and democratic Sudan. If the process of reform desired by the
United States in Sudan is not understood by the people it is meant to serve, the ability of
Sudan’s citizens to hold their government to account will remain limited—and the prospects
of successfully changing the country for the better will be diminished.
USIP.ORG • SPECIAL REPORT 427
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The following recommendations are derived from the responses of those interviewed.
They are offered to US policymakers with the goal of addressing the gaps and misapprehensions identified.
• As part of any second phase of engagement, and irrespective of the issues prioritized,
the United States should work with both the government and nongovernmental actors in
Sudan to develop a clear set of short-term and long-term indicators that are measurable,
achievable, practical, and meaningful. For example, on religious freedom, a short-term
step could be halting the destruction of religious premises. Longer-term indicators could
include reforming the government’s role in overseeing the selection of imams in the
capital and restoring land and property confiscated from individual religious communities
over the past three decades. Rather than limit any new roadmap for engagement to a
six- or twelve-month period, a future plan should take into account the 2020 electoral
cycle and the credibility of those elections.
• For the duration of the normalization period, the US and Sudanese governments should
support the establishment of an independent panel of subject-matter experts—beyond
the joint review committee of American and Sudanese government officials that oversaw
the five-track process—to determine compliance with the established indicators. The
panel should be able to conduct unfettered consultations with Sudanese citizens.
• The United States should undertake more extensive public diplomacy about its
engagement process in Sudan, including but not limited to the official embassy and State
Department websites. Communication should be targeted to Sudanese citizens beyond the
political elite and should creatively use social media. Such efforts necessarily require the
availability of more content in Sudanese languages, principally, but not only, in Arabic.
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