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SUMMARY 
Conversations surrounding returns and relocations in South Sudan and the future of 
the POC sites are often framed around clear-cut distinctions between single push 
and pull factors. This framing – often based on the perceptions of international 
actors of what internally displaced people (IDPs) or refugees do or should think – 
ignores the fact that decisions to stay or to move are made based on complex 
motivations in contexts of high uncertainty and, especially for women, limited 
information.  

This report seeks to bring the perceptions and experiences of displaced and 
returned South Sudanese women to the forefront of conversations around durable 
solutions, and further convey the complexities of the current context. As up to 80% 
of displaced households in South Sudan are female-headed, and as women and 
girls face distinct threats in displacement and return, the report also advocates for 
a more gender-sensitive and durable solutions-based approach to analysis, 
planning and programming around population movements in South Sudan. The 
findings are based on focus group discussions and key informant interviews in nine 
locations across six of the 10 former states in South Sudan.   

Return – or not – is often a coping strategy. Rather than an end in themselves, 
movements should be seen as coping mechanisms that are frequently open-ended 
and non-linear. The vast majority of civilian movements continue to be linked 
primarily – not to changes in the political situation – but to careful considerations 
of where they and their families have the safest access to services and the best 
chances of survival. They often involve the splitting up of households or moving 
back and forth between displacement and locations of return or relocation. In many 
cases, women who have come back from neighbouring countries also noted 
insecurity or difficult conditions as the main factors driving their movement, and 
most were not making it ‘home’ but were instead effectively becoming IDPs in South 
Sudan.  

There are no simple solutions in a complex context of needs, threats and political 
uncertainty. Women and girls face particular challenges in achieving durable 
solutions, which are not always fully understood or adequately reflected in planning 
and response. The most salient challenges raised by women included: sexual and 
gender-based violence; access to housing, land and property; and extremely 
scarce resources. Indeed, the report notes that in some cases returns may be 
driving even higher needs, as finite resources are split to accommodate more 
people. Women also noted continued insecurity in many areas, raising threats of 
inter-communal violence, criminality and the continued presence of armed actors. 
Many internally displaced women also noted they were unwilling to return until 
they were convinced that the R-ARCSS would lead to lasting peace. Overall, the 
report concludes that – given the complexity of the current context – all actors 
must respond in a context specific, community-driven and gender-sensitive way, 
with an aim of permanently ending the cycles of displacement experienced by 
millions of South Sudanese. 

Key recommendations from the report include the following: 

All actors should: 

• Take a durable solutions approach to returns and relocations and planning
for the future of the POC sites. In the current context, achieving a durable
solution should be viewed as developing transitional pathways, with an
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emphasis on tailored, case-by-case and location-specific approaches as 
well as a focus on (re)integration rather than merely physical return. 

• Integrate gender considerations into planning and response and consider 
in a systematic way the ability of different segments of the population to 
access services as well as their distinct protection threats.

• Undertake special efforts to ensure the full participation – rather than 
consultation – of displaced persons in the planning and management of 
achieving durable solutions, including deliberate strategies to engage 
women and promote their role in decision making. 

The Government of South Sudan should: 
• Urgently invest in building the necessary infrastructure and providing 

essential services.
• Along with other parties, reinvigorate progress on the implementation of 

the R-ACSS ahead of the end of the pre-transitional period and ensure 
that the R-ARCSS leads to improved governance and sustainable peace in 
South Sudan. 

Humanitarian actors should: 
• Prioritize gendered contextual analysis and understanding of movement

dynamics, motivations and intentions.
• Prioritize needs-based assistance over status-based assistance.
• Explore the importance of kinship networks and gender relations as key

determinants of vulnerability.
• Improve accountability to affected populations. This should include the

establishment of a specific, transparent and representative body to
monitor assisted movements, gender-sensitive mitigation measures to
address anticipated risks and effective, gender-sensitive community
feedback mechanisms.

• Plan dedicated activities and investment specifically designed to challenge 
harmful gender norms and to address and prevent sexual and gender-
based violence.

UNMISS should: 
• Ensure strategies to extend its presence beyond the POC sites are based on

transparent, gender-sensitive analysis of risk and in close consultation
with communities, particularly women.

• Ensure its planning and protection assessments include a thorough gender
analysis of and activities aimed at preventing and responding to threats of
sexual and gender-based violence faced by women and girls inside POC
sites and outside, with particular emphasis on sexual violence.

Donors should: 

• Ensure that gender-sensitive responses to return, relocation and
(re)integration are effectively funded, with a strong focus on local capacity.
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Over the course of the conflict in South Sudan, hundreds of thousands of people 
have been killed and millions of women, men and children have been pushed to life-
threatening levels of hunger.1 The conflict has created the largest displacement 
crises in Africa, and one of the largest in the world. More than 1.8 million South 
Sudanese are internally displaced (IDPs) – including 178,000 in UN Protection of 
Civilian (POC) sites – and a further 2.3 million are refugees in the region.2 Since the 
signing of the Revitalized Agreement on the Resolution of Conflict in South Sudan 
(R-ARCSS) in September 2018, the country has experienced a marked reduction in 
clashes between parties. 

While the vast majority of displaced South Sudanese have yet to return home, an 
increase in spontaneous returns has been reported since the signing of the 
agreement, and more than 3,500 IDPs have been supported by humanitarian actors 
and the UN peacekeeping mission in South Sudan (UNMISS) to relocate and/or return 
to their place of habitual residence or origin since April 2019.3 There have also been 
reports of authorities facilitating movements, and encouraging displaced people to 
relocate and/or return.4  

According to the most recent Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) Operational 
Guidance Note for Humanitarian Support to Returns, Relocations and Local 
Integration of IDPs in South Sudan, conditions are currently not conducive for ‘mass’ 
returns or relocations, though opportunities for smaller scale movements may 
exist.5 UNHCR similarly maintains that ‘sustainable conditions are not in place for the 
safe and dignified return of refugees and IDPs in South Sudan.’6 This report does not 
seek to debate these positions. Rather, it aims to contribute additional 
understanding of the return movements that have happened to date, add nuance to 
ongoing conversations, as well as highlight the areas needing greater attention in 
humanitarian and development planning and response. The report illustrates how 
decisions about returns (particularly those taken by women) are often made with 
incomplete information and in a complex context of push and pull factors. This has 
profound implications for the security and resilience of women and wider 
communities. The report provides recommendations to ensure that any involvement 
in returns – when occurring – is principled and effectively integrates gendered 
analysis into programme decision making and response.  

By focusing on the voices of internally displaced and returnee South Sudanese 
women, this report aims to bring their perceptions and experiences to the fore. It 
highlights the particular vulnerabilities that women and girls face in displacement, 
relocation and return to inform discussions on the future of the POC sites and the 
ongoing analysis of patterns of population movement. The focus on South Sudanese 
women and girls is not meant to discount that the perceptions and preferences of 
South Sudanese communities as a whole, including men and boys, must be central 
to humanitarian engagement in South Sudan. However, the voices of South 
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Sudanese women and girls are often restricted and suppressed in decision making 
on various issues and at all levels, despite the fact that up to 80% of displaced 
households are female-headed and trends indicate that more women are moving – 
both temporarily and permanently – than men.7 The focus of this report is therefore 
an important and often overlooked aspect of the complexity of durable solutions in 
South Sudan. 

The findings of this report draw mainly from focus group discussions (FGDs) and key 
informant interviews (KIIs) conducted by Titi Foundation, Nile Hope, Oxfam, CARE and 
the Danish Refugee Council (DRC). These include 19 focus FGDs with returnee and 
internally displaced women (including previous refugees who have crossed back 
into South Sudan but not returned to their area of origin), and eight KIIs with 
women’s rights actors between May and July 2019. Their inputs are further 
contextualized by 10 KIIs with humanitarian organizations, UN (including UNMISS), 
local authorities and government actors as well as a review of relevant literature 
carried out over the same period. FGDs and KIIs were carried out in nine locations: 
Akobo (former Jonglei State), Bentiu and Rubkona (former Unity State), Wau and 
Baggari (former Western Bahr el Ghazal State), Malakal (former Upper Nile State), 
Torit (former Eastern Equatoria State), Juba and Kajo Keji (former Central Equatoria 
State).  
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A quick note on terminology... 
One of the challenges at the moment is that different agencies and actors are using 
different terminologies, which sometimes creates confusion in identifying exactly who 
is a returnee, characterizing movement dynamics, and understanding the scale of 
returns taking place. The terms below are not an exhaustive list related to durable 
solutions, but they are technical definitions of key terms as used in this report. 
 
Durable solution: A long-term process that is achieved when displaced persons no 
longer have any specific assistance and protection needs that are linked to their 
displacement and can enjoy their human rights without discrimination on account of 
their displacement. Achieving a durable solution should be viewed as an incremental 
pathway, with intermediate outcomes that can be categorized as material/economic 
(e.g. improved livelihoods), physical/social (e.g. increased social cohesion between 
displaced and host populations) and legal (e.g. being legally allowed to work, or access 
government-run health and education services). A durable solution can be achieved 
through three non-hierarchical pathways: return to a place of origin or habitual 
residence, local integration in the area of displacement, and resettlement/relocation to 
another location. 
 
Return: Displaced persons go back to their place of origin or habitual residence. The 
women interviewed in this research who have come back to South Sudan from 
neighbouring countries have not yet returned to their place of origin or habitual 
residence, so must be considered IDPs rather than returnees (in Bentiu, Rubkona, Kajo 
Keji and Torit). This is distinguishable from internally displaced women who have 
‘returned’ (in Akobo and Baggari). 
 
Spontaneous movement/return: Refers to the independent movement or return of 
individuals or groups, by voluntary choice and without any form of organized support. 
The vast majority of movements that have happened since the signing of the R-ARCSS 
have been spontaneous. 
 
Assisted/facilitated movements/return: The provision of administrative, financial and 
logistical support, including reintegration assistance to displaced individuals or groups 
who volunteer to return to their places of origin or choose to relocate elsewhere. 
‘Voluntary movements’ are those that involve freedom of choice and informed decision 
making. 
 
Relocation: Movement within national borders with the intention to find a solution to 
displacement. 
 
Local integration/reintegration: Refers to a process where previously displaced 
persons are gradually integrated – legally, economically, socially and culturally – into 
their country and communities of origin, or chosen place of refuge. 
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2 CURRENT CONTEXT OF RETURNS 
The increase in spontaneous movement of people witnessed in recent months in 
several parts of South Sudan has been largely attributed to improved security 
resulting from the signing of the R-ARCSS in September 2018. Indeed, population 
movements have – in some instances – been used as an indicator of progress in the 
implementation of the revitalized agreement.8  

While improved security is undoubtedly a factor in many of these movements, the 
signing of the R-ARCSS was often not the main motivation cited by women in FGDs. 
And, while displaced women in most locations expressed a clear desire to return 
home – ‘home is home,’ they say – a range of factors continue to prevent their 
return. There were, in every case, a number of individual factors and perceptions 
which carefully considered and weighed together led to decisions to return or to 
remain in displacement.  

Data from IOM and REACH suggest that more women are moving than men – both for 
temporary travel and attempts at more permanent movements.9 As women, girls, 
men and boys face unique challenges in displacement and in pathways towards 
durable solutions, including return, the specific services, resources and protection 
they require must be adequately considered and reflected in planning and 
response. For example, data suggests that over half of South Sudanese households 
coming back from the wider region could include at least one member who is 
pregnant or lactating, who may therefore be more vulnerable to malnutrition.10  

There is no single pattern of return – they are not simple or linear processes, and 
often have no clear beginning or end.11 Movement patterns across South Sudan 
vary, and are not necessarily static.12 This section highlights some common 
movement and intention trends for internally displaced, relocated and returned 
women interviewed across the research areas. The relatively small sample size 
(both in number of people and places) means that these findings are not necessarily 
exhaustive. However, they do serve to highlight some of the many complexities that 
characterize current movements in South Sudan.  

RETURN (OR NOT) AS A COPING MECHANISM 
Women who had crossed back into South Sudan from the neighbouring countries 
and IDP returnees described conditions of vulnerability in displacement resulting in 
‘push’ factors for onward movement. Most women who had come back to South 
Sudan from Uganda, Sudan and Ethiopia cited difficult conditions in areas to which 
they were displaced as the primary factor driving their movement.13 In Bentiu, 
women who came back to South Sudan stated that even if the R-ARCSS had not 
been in place, conditions in Sudan resulting from the political crisis would have 
been enough to push them to return to South Sudan. One woman who had recently 
crossed the border from Sudan said: ‘If you have to die, you die in your own 
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country.’14 This was echoed by1Grace*, a women’s rights actor in Juba:  

‘The reason there is a small number [of refugees who have 
come back to South Sudan] is because the services in the 
refugee camps are deteriorating. They just decided it is better 
to die at home than to die in the refugee camp. If I am going to 
die in the refugee camp, why should I not just go and die at 
home?’15  

Similarly, in Akobo, women who had come back from Ethiopia spoke of 
intercommunal conflict between the host community and refugees and between 
refugees in the camps as the driving factor in their movement. Indeed, they only 
spoke of the peace agreement when prompted, saying that while they could ‘sense’ 
there was peace because of a reduction in fighting, they were poorly informed 
about its status. Push factors for movement were also noted by internally displaced 
women from villages around Baggari who had fled into the bush to escape fighting 
(over lack of access to water) and in Kajo Keji and Juba (poor access to services). 
This reinforces that while the signing of the R-ARCSS may be a factor in decisions to 
come back to South Sudan, it is not the only – and often not the main – 
consideration. Decisions to move or not are often made based on where chances 
are greatest for survival, both in terms of security and access to services.  

Furthermore, women who had come back from Uganda to Torit and Kajo Keji, and 
internally displaced women in Akobo, expressed the intention to flee to refugee 
camps if their situation further deteriorated either in terms of security or access to 
services. There have also been reports of people returning to the POC sites or 
proceeding to refugee camps after their departure from displacement sites.16 For 
example, IOM reports that more than a quarter of the permanent exits from Bentiu 
POC site in February and April 2019 were to other displacement sites.17  

These movements are taking place in a simultaneous context of continued 
displacement. While population flows of refugees back into South Sudan have 
increased since the signing of the R-ARCSS, people also continue to leave the 
country – largely driven by hunger.18 Overall, in many parts of the country, hunger-
related displacement continues, as well as displacement due to insecurity related 
to inter-communal violence and cattle raids, which increased between January and 
March 2019.19 Recently renewed fighting between the government and the 
opposition group National Salvation Front (NAS) – who are not signatories to the R-
ARCSS – in former Central Equatoria State in June and July 2019 has also caused 
‘mass’ displacement of civilians.20  

PARTIAL AND TRANSITORY RETURNS 
Some patterns of return and relocation are also used as coping strategies, such as 
splitting up households or moving back and forth between displacement and 
locations of return or relocation. While some men, women, girls, and boys may be 

* The names of the women’s rights actors quoted in this research have been changed to
maintain anonymity.
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reintegrating in their areas of origin or place of habitual residence, many of the 
movements happening at the moment are more complex. These patterns should be 
analysed in the context of durable solutions. Transitional movements can build the 
foundations for more durable solutions by, for example, giving displaced people a 
chance to rebuild their homes and plant their crops. On the other hand, they can 
also increase vulnerability and promote further displacement. For instance, 
following a facilitated movement from Bor POC to Akobo in October 2018, some of 
the IDPs assisted moved on to refugee camps in Ethiopia when they faced limited 
access to services in Akobo.  

The women interviewed who had come back to South Sudan from Sudan and Uganda 
had not returned to their area of origin. This was often linked to feeling they were 
unable to return to their areas of origin because of challenges mainly related to 
security or access to housing, land and property. According to UNHCR, up to 85% of 
people involved in spontaneous refugee movements across the border back into 
South Sudan are unable to return to their areas of origin.21 Instead, they are 
relocating to other areas or effectively becoming IDPs in South Sudan, in some 
instances moving to the POC sites for security, family reunification, and access to 
services. For example, women who had come to the Bentiu POC site from Sudan said 
the ‘main reason’ they went to the POC site was security: ‘...although they say 
there’s peace outside, we’re still not sure. We’ve heard of things like revenge 
killings. So, we know we are safe in the POC.’ Access to services, particularly food 
and education, was also a factor in decisions not to return to areas of origin or 
habitual residence: ‘Where are you going to educate your five children in Koch 
village?’ These movements present unique challenges, as those who have come 
back to South Sudan from neighbouring countries often have high levels of need 
and are vulnerable to further displacement.  

Since September 2018, there has also been increased back and forth transitory 
movement of IDPs and South Sudanese refugees between locations of displacement 
and areas of origin or habitual residence. As one UN worker put it with regards to the 
Wau POC site, people have ‘one foot in, one foot out’ of displacement: they are, in 
some cases, moving between locations of displacement and return to assess 
conditions and begin laying the foundations for a more permanent return. While 
these movements can potentially support transitions towards more durable 
solutions, they also indicate ongoing challenges in the environment that prevent 
people from returning permanently. Therefore, it is important to continue monitoring 
where and why such movements are happening, with an emphasis on protection, 
and to analyse the patterns using a durable solutions framework.22 Humanitarian 
actors and UNMISS should explore ways to respond to gaps, while respecting the 
transitory nature of such movements and not discouraging them or pushing for 
permanent movements at a more rapid pace, for example through the rapid 
destruction of shelters in POC sites or other displacement sites without 
consultation.23  

AN ONGOING HUMANITARIAN CRISIS 
All those interviewed reported high levels of need across sectors, including food 
security, health, education, water and sanitation, and shelter. This highlights the 
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complexity of taking steps towards finding durable solutions to displacement in the 
context of one of the most severe humanitarian crises in the world. The scale of 
humanitarian needs present in this crisis – with 7.1 million people in need of 
assistance – calls for thorough, realistic and evidence-based planning focused on 
meeting the most urgent needs.24 While humanitarian actors reached more than two 
million people in need in all ten former states over the first quarter of 2019,25 they do 
not currently have the capacity or the resources to respond to large-scale 
movements of people and their subsequent reintegration.  

The most recent Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) analysis found 
that levels of severe food insecurity have reached unprecedented levels this year, 
with over 60% of the population experiencing life-threatening hunger.26 The 
additional needs of returnees was one of the factors noted in that report as driving 
worsening hunger, particularly in parts of former Upper Nile and Jonglei States.27 
This trend was not limited to food, but also showed in increased pressure on water 
resources. As stated by a South Sudanese woman in Rubkona town:  

‘As much we as we’re happy to receive new returnees as our 
family, it also comes with challenges. The first challenge is 
that there was insufficient water supply even before they 
came. That challenge has now increased… How will it be with 
[more] families arriving?’ 

Most returnees interviewed in Baggari and Akobo and the women interviewed in 
Bentiu, Rubkona, and Akobo who had recently come back to South Sudan from 
neighbouring countries noted that due to a lack of services, they were relying on 
neighbours and relatives to meet essential needs. These resources are finite, and 
dividing often already limited resources between a greater number of people can 
increase the vulnerability of the broader community. Indeed, according to REACH 
data there is an overlap between areas of return and areas where access to basic 
services has been most severely limited in recent months.28  

Women who had come back to Rubkona, Bentiu and Akobo from neighbouring 
countries expressed the expectation that humanitarian actors would provide 
services on their arrival – and their disappointment that they had not yet received 
that assistance. It is well established that humanitarian actors provide the 
overwhelming majority of services in South Sudan, and equally that they have 
neither the capacity nor resources to respond to the vast level of need – including 
those created by displacement, relocation and return. While it is the primary 
responsibility of the government to respond to and to create conducive conditions 
for relocation and return, they similarly face capacity and resource restrictions. As 
summarized by Mary, a women’s rights actor in Juba: 

 ‘Who is going to support returnees? If it is up to the 
government, I would say [conditions are not conducive]. Even 
for the implementation of the peace agreement, we have 
heard ‘there is no money, there is no money.’ But a lot [of 
resources] would be involved in supporting people to return.’ 

Further understanding and evaluating how increased needs linked to current 
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movements impact women, girls, men and boys is critical to an effective and 
gender-sensitive response. In South Sudan, women and girls tend to bear greater 
burdens of household chores, but also tend to be particularly disadvantaged in 
situations of scarcity – whether it is eating ‘last and least’ or being left out of 
education, for example.29 Women returnees in Akobo noted that their workload had 
increased on return, and become ‘too much’. These added pressures limit the ability 
of women and girls to pursue livelihood or educational opportunities and, in some 
cases, potentially increases their vulnerability to child, early and forced marriage or 
sexual exploitation and survival sex (see below).  

In this context, all actors need to be very careful about the narrative they present 
surrounding return and relocation, how they do – or are perceived to – encourage or 
incentivise ‘return’, and how it could encourage or promote movements that they 
are unable to support. It is also important to consider how, in a context where 
humanitarian needs are so high, services can be a pull factor for communities. Who 
is moving where and why are key questions that all actors engaged in the country 
must be able to answer to ensure that population movements are fully safe and 
voluntary. In every context, integration, relocation and return are highly politicized – 
and South Sudan is no exception. ‘Unusual patterns’ of return have been alleged in 
some parts of the country, and previous reports have highlighted the links between 
the dynamics of population movements – particularly their ethnic dynamics – and 
political legitimacy and control over areas and resources.30 Responses therefore 
have to be carefully considered and evaluated based on how they interact with or 
reinforce these dynamics.  
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Women carry sacks of food airdropped by the World Food Programme and 
distributed by Oxfam in Padding, Jonglei, South Sudan. Photo by Albert Gonzalez 
Farran/Oxfam 
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3 SAFE ACCESS TO SERVICES 
‘We were not receiving humanitarian services outside the camp 
before. We were self-supporting and had livelihoods. If there is 
security, we will not depend on the NGOs.’  
—Internally displaced woman at the Cathedral collective site in Wau, May 2019. 

When identifying the greatest obstacles to relocation and return, an abstract 
debate often emerges as to whether it is insecurity or the absence of services that 
perpetuates displacement in South Sudan. What emerged clearly from discussions 
undertaken for this report is the need to reframe this debate so as to consider both 
security and services – or rather, to consider holistically safe access to services. 
The research results showed that rigid and limited metrics of security and access to 
services are of secondary importance to the perceptions of IDPs and South 
Sudanese refugees concerning what, for them, constitutes ‘conducive conditions’.  

WOMEN’S PERCEPTIONS OF SAFETY AND SECURITY 
Despite a noted reduction in the level of political fighting since the signing of the R-
ARCSS, security remains a primary impediment to return cited by IDPs and women’s 
rights actors. They define security broadly, including factors linked to sexual 
violence, inter-communal conflict – which are often hard to differentiate between 
more politicized instances of armed conflict – and to criminality.31 These concerns 
are rooted in the current security context of South Sudan, and the lived realities of 
these women. Five women’s rights actors noted trauma as a barrier to return. For 
example, Rebecca – a women’s rights actor in Juba – felt that ‘though people 
swallow all this pain,’ trauma meant that many displaced people were still wary of 
returning home. In 2015 –even before the height of the current conflict – a study by 
the South Sudan Law Society (SSLS) and United Nations Development Program 
(UNDP) found that almost 41% of South Sudanese interviewed showed symptoms 
consistent with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).32 Meanwhile mental health 
and psychosocial services in the country are sorely lacking. 

‘Truthfully speaking, we as South Sudanese are more traumatized than 
anyone in the world. We find happiness in things, but our hearts are not 
happy. When I sleep at night, I [still] become scared. You have to keep 
under your bed clean [in case you need] somewhere to hide.’  
—Mary, a women’s rights actor in Juba, July 2019. 

Women’s perceptions of security – for women in the POC sites in particular – were 
also closely linked to slow progress in the implementation of the R-ARCSS. While 
many noted the need for progress at the political level, the continued presence of 
armed actors in civilian areas and proximity of cantonment sites were also noted as 
immediate security concerns. 
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A DRC staff member interviews a woman recently arrived from Khartoum, 
Sudan. Photo by Gatluak Nen Chan/DRC 

Many internally displaced women stated that they did not intend to return home 
until they could trust that a conflict between national actors would not resume.33 As 
one internally displaced woman in the Malakal POC site explained: ‘There is no clear 
progress in the peace process, and no clear information about its implementation. 
They have to tell us whether this is now the final agreement, or whether there will 
be another peace agreement [signed later] again.’ 

This was echoed by women’s rights actors, who also noted previous peace and 
ceasefire agreements that were repeatedly broken, and multiple displacements 
following the resumption of fighting after previous attempted return processes.34 
For example, two of them referred to fighting in Yei, former Central Equatoria State, 
between government forces and non-signatory opposition group the National 
Salvation Front (NAS) following the signing of the R-ARCSS, when ‘spontaneous 
returnees came back, and then were raped, attacked and had to flee again. Now 
many of them don’t trust coming back.’35 The close links between progress in 
implementing the R-ARCSS and decisions to return to places of habitual residence 
or origin are particularly relevant, given that women are more than twice as likely as 
men to feel uninformed about the peace process and are less likely to be engaged.36 
For example, women in Akobo said they had never been engaged in the peace 
process, ‘but [they] always hear men talking about it’.37 It is also important to note 
that estimates suggest some 60% of displaced South Sudanese have been 
displaced more than once, and one in 10 have been displaced more than five 
times.38 

And while women who had recently relocated or returned generally said they felt 
safe in their locations, this was very much connected to the immediate town or area 
where they were residing. When venturing further – to collect water and firewood, 
particularly – women noted threats of sexual violence, ‘unknown armed men’, and – 
in Akobo, particularly – inter-communal violence. This was noted to restrict their 
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access to services as well as limit their income-generating opportunities. 
Additionally, women in Akobo, Torit and Bentiu noted incidents including extortion, 
robbery and inter-communal violence they had faced in their movement to relocate 
and/or return. 

 
Nyangino Akwoch Deng, 37, IDP 
 
Nyangino Akwoch Deng is a mother who has been living in the 
Malakal Protection of Civilians (POC) transit site withn her five 
children for a year and a half. She is originally from Ashab Nil - 
western Doleib Hill opposite to Canal, under Panyikang County. 
During the crisis, they went to Aboruc, but due to lack of access to 
clean drinking water and limited food rations, she and her children 
went to the POC site. She said that “currently nobody is living in 
Ashab Nil. If finally there is peace, and the situation goes from red 
to green, then me and my family will go back.” 
 

WOMEN’S RIGHT TO ACCESS SERVICES AND 
LIVELIHOODS 
‘What makes women and girls safe is when things are all available 
[security and services]. What makes them unsafe is poverty.’  
—Internally displaced woman in Torit, June 2019. 

Women noted a wide range of services as factoring into their decisions, including 
access to food, water and sanitation, health and education. They constitute an 
essential component of material safety and perceptions of the type and level of 
services required to develop durable solutions for displaced, relocated or returned 
men and women. They should inform the interventions of government, humanitarian 
and development actors. It is undeniable, however, that service infrastructure is 
insufficient to respond to large-scale relocation and return of people in most areas 
– indeed, humanitarian and other actors are struggling to meet the needs of those 
who have relocated and returned to date. Yet, access to these services is 
fundamental to a rights-based approach and critical components of international 
principles surrounding durable solutions.  

Women who had returned from the Bor POC site to Akobo were glad they returned, as 
in Akobo ‘...you feel at home. Home with the relatives who can assist you.’ Otherwise 
however, ‘the situation in Bor [POC] was better. We were getting assistance: the 
food was monthly, there were sanitary pads and non-food items. Health and 
education services were also better in the POC.’ Access to services can also affect 
relocation and return patterns: two of those women who had returned from the Bor 
POC specifically noted that they had left children behind in the POC so that they 
could continue to access education.39 This highlights the importance of providing 
holistic support and services that support family unity and ensuring that returnees 
are informed of the services available in areas of return, and that the conditions are 
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in place to ensure a durable solution. It is also important to note that there may be 
instances where services are technically available in areas of relocation and return, 
but for some reason new arrivals can’t benefit from them. This could be because 
they are not registered, as was the case for women in Bentiu POC site and Akobo 
who had come back from the region, but could also be due to the timing of service 
delivery. Food distributions, for example, usually only happen every several 
months.40 

In addition to the services listed above, two other key interventions were frequently 
noted by the women engaged in this research: menstrual hygiene management 
(MHM) and access to livelihoods. Internally displaced and returnee women all noted 
gaps in MHM, one example of how interventions may not be attentive to the 
particular needs of women. MHM could therefore be considered an important 
indicator for ensuring returns are ‘dignified’. This does not necessarily have to 
constitute the blanket distribution of dignity kits, which (though effective) could be 
challenging in large numbers: research demonstrates that awareness raising on 
MHM and community engagement (including men and boys) can also be effective, 
and relocated and returnee women in Baggari requested support to learn to make 
re-usable sanitary pads as a potential livelihood intervention. 41 

Indeed, internally displaced and returnee women in almost every location 
highlighted the importance of livelihood interventions. For displaced women, 
access to an income can strengthen resilience and support them to return 
spontaneously at their own pace and in a more dignified and sustainable way. For 
relocated and returnee women, livelihood interventions can similarly build resilience 
as well as promote (re)integration in communities.42 Research also shows that 
improving women’s economic standing can give them higher status in their family 
and thus greater decision-making capacity, as well as have ripple effects on 
community economic development43 and positive impacts on household 
wellbeing.44  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Women and children arrive in the small host community in Panyijar county. 
Photo by Bruno Bierrenbach Feder/Oxfam 
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‘If I had my sewing machine now, I could generate income. I could 
even train others on how to use the machine here. But I don’t have 
it.’  
—Woman returnee, Akobo, May 2019. 

Women who had recently relocated and/or returned in Akobo noted that they had 
received livelihood training in their areas of displacement (tailoring and 
hairdressing),and felt that these had equipped them with important skills to 
reintegrate into the community and sustain themselves – and even to share with 
other women in Akobo. However, they noted that they were unable to resume these 
livelihoods on return: either they lacked the capital to start a business, or they had 
been unable to carry their equipment when moving (particularly sewing machines). 
This highlights the importance of coordinating services between locations of 
displacement and relocation and return, and of consulting communities on the type 
of assistance delivered in order to avoid duplication and ensure the sustainability of 
interventions. It also highlights the importance of focusing on types of livelihood 
and skills training in displacement that are inexpensive to resume and utilizes tools 
and materials that are locally available in places of anticipated return. Previous 
relocation and return processes in South Sudan have highlighted the importance of 
livelihoods for (re)integration, and lessons learned from these interventions should 
inform future planning (along with proper contextual analysis). 

WOMEN’S INFLUENCE AND ACCESS TO 
INFORMATION  
In addition to challenges accessing information around the implementation of the 
R-ARCSS, several other concerns emerged around ensuring returns are informed. 
Internally displaced and returnee women indicated a heavy reliance on word of 
mouth for their information surrounding relocation and return. In fact, no FGD 
respondents noted humanitarian actors or UNMISS as a source of information on 
potential durable solutions. Women who had returned to Akobo from the Bor POC 
site also noted that information from these informal networks was often confusing 
and contradictory – especially around access to services – making an informed 
decision return challenging: ‘Even from the beginning we were getting really 
conflicting stories. Some people were encouraging us to come [to Akobo], while 
others were saying not to come, that services are not sufficient.’ Overall, this means 
that the information women receive is often filtered through those in a position of 
power over them, and may lack a gendered lens.45 
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These gender and power dynamics also play out in decision-making. In decisions 
surrounding return, some women felt they had the capacity to decide or to influence 
the decision for themselves and their households. For others, however, the picture 
was more mixed. If the head of the household was a man, generally women’s 
influence over decisions became much more restricted. Still, some women felt 
decisions were ‘negotiations’ that they could influence, though sometimes men 
could ‘push for their agenda.’46 Returnees in Kajo Keji as well as several key 
informants noted the influence of community leaders, 
chiefs, religious leaders and male relatives to ‘call’ women 
home.47  

Many women interviewed in this research were also 
demanding more influence over humanitarian 
interventions. IDP women in Akobo noted that several 
agencies had come to ask about their needs, however felt 
that conditions had not changed in response to these 
discussions: ‘Many people come and interview us about 
our ideas and our conditions – we always share them. But 
when we get assistance, nothing changes.’ This was 
echoed by Mary: ‘international NGOs, thank you for the work 
you do, but sometimes you come with solutions that you 
don’t get from the people.’ This limited influence of 
communities over the design and implementation of 
programming should be urgently addressed. It is difficult to 
mobilize women in decision making – including around 
durable solutions – if they do not have confidence in the 
system and the impact of their participation, which risks 
enforcing passive or ineffective modes of information 
sharing, consultation and participation.48  

KEY PROTECTION THREATS  

Challenges of achieving housing, land and property rights 

‘Most of the houses have been destroyed. It’s not easy for you to go 
at once and resettle. You need some reconstruction.’  
—Internally displaced woman, June 2019, Cathedral collective site in Wau. 
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Challenges surrounding access to housing, land and property (HLP) were noted by 
IDPs and returnees in every location, which are also well reflected in other reports 
on returns.49 For example, according to IOM, more than half of all returnees were 
estimated to live in either partially damaged housing (39%) or makeshift shelters 
(20%).50 Similarly, the challenges reported in FGDs, and emerging in other 
assessments and reports, include the destruction of housing (and lack of resources 
to rebuild); the occupation of homes and land (including by soldiers); multiple 
documents for the same property; the demarcation of land by authorities; and the 
absence of effective remedies for competing claims and land disputes.51 This was 
reinforced during FGDs conducted by FAO held in displacement sites, areas of 
return, and host communities in Wau, in which many women said that while they 
may wish to return, they have no land to return to.52 
Others have returned or are renting land in Wau town, 
but they require access to land for agriculture or other 
livelihoods. Women’s restricted access to resources – 
including livestock – and greater vulnerability to poverty 
means that they often lack the capital required to claim 
their HLP rights. For example, a returnee woman in 
Rubkona noted that she did not have the money to 
reclaim her land, which has been demarcated by local 
authorities – while ‘they go to the first occupant first, 
[when you] don’t have the money, they go to someone 
else.’  

Respondents repeatedly noted that returnee women 
trying to reclaim their homes or property faced threats 
and cited instances of sexual and physical violence.53 
For example, a humanitarian staff working on gender-based violence reported that 
instances of rape were increasing in Juba, linked to the occupation of housing and 
shelter belonging to returnees. There is also strong evidence that poor shelter 
increases women’s risk of gender-based violence.54 For example, displaced women 
in Akobo linked the construction of a fence and of stronger shelters to protection 
from sexual violence. Several also expressed concern that HLP challenges could 
perpetuate the practice of ‘widow inheritance’ (when a widow is required to marry a 
male relative of her late husband, often a brother),55 as otherwise property would be 
taken outside of the family if the woman remarried. This practice was linked to 
broader disputes between widows and their husband’s family over HLP ownership, 
which were also raised in KIIs with two women’s rights actors. 

Women in South Sudan, including displaced and returnee women, are particularly 
vulnerable to challenges accessing their rights. While laws exist to protect women’s 
equal rights to HLP,56 they are not effectively implemented. Social and cultural 
norms in South Sudan mean that women’s HLP rights are often dependent on their 
marital and childbearing status.57 These issues are also often dealt with through 
customary judicial and mediation processes which rarely favour women – let alone 
allow their representation and participation – because when you talk of these 
structures ‘you talk about the patriarchy’.58 In the FGDs held by FAO, women also 
noted that complex, costly and bureaucratic procedures prevent many women from 
obtaining security of tenure through surveying, documentation or registration 
processes. This, combined with a lack of awareness of HLP rights, often means that 
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women are unwilling to report HLP issues, or face challenges in doing so. For 
example, Flora, a women’s rights actor working closely on HLP issues, cited a case 
in Bor where a returnee woman’s land claim was stalled in the traditional court, 
leading to her suicide. Anecdotal evidence like this highlights the challenges and 
level of hopelessness that women can face in addressing HLP issues. 

Access to HLP is closely linked to strengthening the resilience and security of 
displaced people who are integrating, relocating and/or returning to a community.59 
It also interacts closely with other ‘minimum’ standards, including health and 
access to food, water and sanitation, and provides opportunities for income 
(particularly agricultural).60 At a minimum, before intervening, humanitarian 
agencies should invest time, capacity and resources into ensuring they have a 
comprehensive picture and understanding of the local context and perceptions 
surrounding HLP particularly for women and women-headed households. Otherwise, 
there is a risk that interventions – especially long-term resilience and development 
programmes – could reinforce ‘unjust’ land claims or aggravate existing HLP 
disputes.  

It is important to note that efforts are underway to further document, understand 
and respond to HLP issues.61 These efforts should be closely coordinated.  HLP 
issues in South Sudan are often highly political, however, and closely linked to the 
number and delineation of states.62 It therefore requires the creation of 
mechanisms at a local level and significant political will to ensure the equitable and 
sustainable resolution of HLP disputes. It is important to note that in December 2018 
the President of South Sudan issued a directive for those occupying the houses of 
IDPs (specifically those in the POC) to vacate, though this order has yet to be fully 
implemented. 

Sexual and gender-based violence risks in displacement 
and return 

Violence against women and girls is endemic in South Sudan: rape has been used as 
a weapon of war; women and girls have been routinely abducted and forced into 
sexual slavery; and domestic and other forms of gender-based violence have 
increased as a result of the conflict.63 Because of these dynamics, it would be 
realistic to expect that sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) is pervasive during 
displacement and return. Understanding and responding to the relationship 
between movements of women and girls and SGBV – for example, the increased 
threat of sexual violence linked to HLP, as explored above – must therefore be a 
central component to planning and response, given the irreparable harm it causes 
women and girls. This section does not reflect a comprehensive picture of the 
violence women and girls face in South Sudan in connection to displacement or 
return. However, it sheds light on some of the SGBV risks that were most frequently 
raised in connection to such movements in this research.  
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There are critical gaps in access, quality and availability of SGBV services in South 
Sudan, particularly in rural areas. Moreover, for displaced and returnee women, even 
if services are available, they may not know how to access them; for example, 
women newly arrived in Akobo noted that they believed there were women’s centres 
in the area, but they did not know where 
they were. Female-headed households in 
South Sudan are at high risk of SGBV when 
they are on the move, including in return 
and relocation, due to the broken or 
disrupted protection mechanisms and 
community structures, leaving them more 
vulnerable and often more exposed to risks 
of gender-based violence such as 
exploitation and abuse. Given the 
prevalence of SGBV – and the immense 
harm that it causes – there is a need to 
further explore the links between 
displacement, return and SGBV and 
effectively reflect these issues in needs 
assessments and security analysis 
including, for example, available services 
and information in areas where women do 
not feel safe to go.64 For example, IOM data 
shows that 33.9% of IDPs and 41.2% of 
returnees live in settlements with areas 
avoided by women.65  

Child, early and forced marriage (CEFM): Women in several locations – both IDPs and 
returnees – raised CEFM as a key protection threat in their communities. Research 
suggests that displaced girls may be at increased risk of CEFM as a result of the loss 
of resources and networks that are associated with displacement.66 For example: a 
man could – as Mary, a women’s rights actor in Juba put it – ‘give away one girl to 
save the rest of the girls’ (in reference to his daughters). While the links between 
return and the risk of CEFM are not clear, the vulnerability and loss of assets 
associated with return and displacement are often similar for women and girls in the 
current context. The frequency with which it was raised in the research also 
indicates that it is a key concern for women in the search for durable solutions to 
their displacement – for example, women in Kajo Keji noted that a barrier to 
returning to their place of origin was the fear that their daughters would be married 
off by their extended family. Additionally, in the current context, return areas must 
be closely evaluated based on their proximity to cantonment sites. In addition to a 
range of other protection of civilian threats linked to the close proximity of armed 
groups, anecdotal evidence suggests this could increase risks of CEFM.67   

Sexual exploitation and survival sex: Displaced women in Wau and Juba reported 
sexual exploitation and women and girls resorting to survival sex as a coping 
mechanism to address their lack of resources.68 The increased use of survival sex as 
a coping mechanism to alleviate the effects of poverty has been widely reported in 
South Sudan, including specifically in relation to the impacts of displacement.69 For 
example, a displaced woman in the Cathedral collective centre in Wau noted that 
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‘...some women resort to having sexual relationships with men who are wealthy in 
order to sustain themselves.’ As women and girl returnees who have come back to 
South Sudan from the other countries in the region are, in many instances, living in 
conditions similar to displacement, there is a risk that this trend will also extend to 
them. For example, women in Torit expressed concern that lack of resources could 
force them into prostitution in order to meet their family’s needs. This is supported 
by reports to humanitarian agencies of parents encouraging their daughters to 
engage in this practice because of difficult conditions for survival. While this has 
been reported in connection with both host and returning households, it is 
important to understand the dynamics behind this threat to avoid perpetuating it 
and to prevent harm.  

Sexual violence: The risk of sexual violence was also closely linked to women’s 
perceptions of safety and security, and therefore to decisions surrounding 
relocation and return.70 For example, in Kajo Keji, women indicated that some 
returnees were choosing to leave adolescent girls behind (in Uganda) for fear of 
exposing them to sexual violence, and in Akobo sexual violence linked to inter-
communal conflict was noted as a push factor for some women coming back to 
South Sudan from Ethiopia.71 Humanitarian needs assessments have also 
highlighted that displaced and returnee women, particularly those whose husbands 
were known to have died, are perceived as at increased risk of rape in some areas 
because ‘men learn they have no husband to protect them.’72  

In South Sudan, risks of sexual violence are often linked with travel over long 
distances and the continued presence of armed actors. This held true in 
displacement, with women in Bentiu and Malakal POC sites expressing concern that 
travelling outside the POC site to gather firewood (for cooking and additional 
income) and for livelihood activities could expose them to sexual violence. Similarly, 
women who had recently come back to South Sudan in Rubkona and Kajo Keji also 
associated longer distances for firewood collection and access to water with 
increased risk of sexual violence, compared with their location of displacement. As 
above, the interaction between areas of return/relocation and cantonment must 
also be considered and closely evaluated based on the resulting increased risk of 
sexual violence.  
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4 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
PROGRAMMING AND RESPONSE  
While there may be opportunities in some areas for smaller scale return or 
relocation movements – with rigorous and transparent assessments to ensure they 
are safe, voluntary informed and dignified – generally more must be done to improve 
the conduciveness of conditions on the ground, in terms of both security and 
access to services. A strategy on durable solutions for South Sudan must be led by 
the wishes and needs of affected people and heavily involve local organizations. It 
should also involve the UN (including UNMISS), international and national 
humanitarian and development actors as well as local and national authorities.73 It 
is clear that women and girls can face particular challenges in achieving durable 
solutions and that these are not always fully understood or adequately reflected in 
planning and response. The continued challenges raised by women in this report – 
including SGBV, HLP rights, and the high level of needs – demonstrate the continued 
complexities surrounding returns and relocations in the current context. There is an 
urgent need to respond to these challenges in a context specific, community driven 
and gender-sensitive way.  

The primary responsibility to provide durable solutions for IDPs and refugees and 
ensure their protection and assistance needs must be assumed by the national 
authorities. The government should urgently invest in building the necessary 
infrastructure and providing essential services, and all parties should ensure that 
the R-ARCSS leads to improved governance and sustainable peace in South Sudan. 
The humanitarian community, including the UN, international and national NGOs, 
should coordinate and lead international efforts with respect to decision making, 
planning and support for the achievement of durable solutions, ensuring its efforts 
are inclusive and gender- and conflict-sensitive. UNMISS should continue to 
complement these roles, including continuing to protect the POC sites and seeking 
ways to improve security in the sites, as well as continuing to explore ways to 
extend its presence beyond the sites.74 These efforts should be based on 
transparent, gender-sensitive analysis of risk and in close consultation with 
communities, particularly women.75 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. All actors should take a durable solutions approach to returns and relocations 
and planning for the future of the POCs. A durable solutions framework – such as 
that of the Regional Durable Solutions Secretariat (ReDSS)76 (which operationalizes 
the IASC framework) – should be developed, and must be guided by the wishes and 
needs of affected men, women, girls and boys. It should involve the UN (including 
UNMISS), international and national humanitarian and development actors and local 
and national authorities. The law on protection and assistance to internally 
displaced people currently being drafted could provide an opportunity to legislate 
such a framework.  
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a. In the current context, achieving a durable solution should be viewed as 
developing transitional pathways, with an emphasis on tailored, case-by-case 
and location-specific approaches. The objective is to help displaced men, 
women, girls and boys secure a dignified, meaningful and safe life while in 
displacement and to support them in finding a lasting solution, including 
improving conditions for the physical, material and legal safety of displaced, 
returning and host populations.  

b. While much of the current debate seems to focus on facilitated returns and 
relocations, planning should explore ways to facilitate integration into areas of 
displacement and/or promote an environment in which safe, voluntary, 
informed and dignified spontaneous movements are possible. Such movements 
should be recognized as preferable to assisted movements.   

c. Where returns are occurring, resources must be focused on reintegration, 
rather than merely physical return. Research has highlighted that limited service 
provision and failing to meet minimum standards during displacement in South 
Sudan actually reinforces the dependency of displaced people, as such 
programming fails to encourage recovery and ensure that communities are able 
to support themselves when they relocate or return.77 Similarly, evaluations from 
previous returns processes in South Sudan demonstrate an overemphasis on 
physical return over reintegration (economic and social) in areas of return, and 
advocated for a greater focus and proportion of resources to be allocated to 
supporting people to (re)integrate into areas of return or relocation.78  

2. All actors should recognize that achieving durable solutions is a long-term 
process. Previous experience in South Sudan has also highlighted some of the risks 
with rushing such movements – including Yei, as noted above.79 All actors should be 
wary of supporting or facilitating movements that are premature and perpetuate 
people’s displacement, increasing their vulnerability, rather than acting as a step 
towards a durable solution. This is especially true given the scale of need and 
continued uncertainty in the political process. This was echoed by Elizabeth, a 
women’s rights actor in Juba, who cautioned that rushing relocation/return or 
supporting them without a comprehensive understanding of the context would be 
like supporting people to ‘jump from one frying pan to another frying pan. The 
temperature may be bit lower, but you still get burned.’ According to her, all actors 
‘should take things slow, until returnees and IDPs can move themselves.’  

3. All actors should integrate gender considerations into planning and response. All 
actors should systematically integrate gender considerations in all planning and 
response in developing durable solutions to displacement in South Sudan. 
According to one GBV actor in Juba, while there was a ‘respect and interest in the 
differential needs of women and men’, there was – at this time – still limited gender 
analysis on the issue: ‘In meetings, you have to keep flagging gender concerns. This 
tends to be a fairly gender-blind process.’80  

a. At a minimum, this should include building in the disaggregation of data by age 
and gender in the pre-design and evaluation phases.  

b. Assessments – including gender analysis, security and needs assessments – 
should systematically consider the ability to access services by different 
segments of the population, as well as the needs and threats facing women, 
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men, girls and boys and people with specific vulnerabilities.  

4. All actors should undertake special efforts to ensure the full participation – 
rather than consultation – of displaced persons in the planning and management 
of actions towards achieving durable solutions.  

a. This should include deliberate strategies to engage women and promote their 
role in decision making, given that their capacity to decide or influence decisions 
around return or relocation is sometimes restricted. Research has shown that, once 
again, utilizing women- and girl-friendly spaces can be an effective tool to do this, 
as well as ensuring women’s meaningful participation in community mechanisms 
that have a direct influence on national and humanitarian decision making more 
broadly.81  

b. This should include deliberate strategies to engage women and promote their 
role in decision making, given that their capacity to decide or influence decisions 
around return or relocation is sometimes restricted. Research has shown that, once 
again, utilizing women- and girl-friendly spaces can be an effective tool to do this, 
as well as ensuring women’s meaningful participation in community mechanisms 
that have a direct influence on national and humanitarian decision making more 
broadly.82 

5. Actors should not divert attention and resources from ongoing life-saving 
interventions in order to promote or facilitate returns. Returns and relocations are 
not currently the most pressing or life-threatening humanitarian need in South 
Sudan. While long-term planning for durable solutions to displacement is important, 
in the current context the focus must remain on meeting the most urgent needs. 

6. Humanitarian actors should prioritize needs-based assistance over status-
based assistance. Planning for service provision for IDPs, returnees and host 
communities should continue to be based on clear and transparent disaggregated 
needs assessments. Prioritizing assistance purely on displacement (or 
return/relocation) status can mean that some of the most vulnerable people in 
communities are left out. For example, women who had returned to Akobo from 
Ethiopia said: ‘We want humanitarians to consider us as the host community. 
Because they see the host community receiving assistance, but we are also 
suffering. We just need assistance.’  

7. Humanitarian actors should prioritize gendered contextual analysis and 
understanding of movement dynamics, motivations and intentions. Evaluations 
from previous return programmes have found that there was insufficient ‘research 
and analysis of the dynamics of return and reintegration’, particularly when it comes 
to gender.83 This meant that the particular contextual dynamics – including political 
and conflict implications – and the specific needs of men, women, girls and boys 
were not adequately reflected in responses.  

8. Humanitarian actors should improve accountability to affected populations:  

a. A specific, transparent and representative body should be established to 
monitor assisted movements against existing policies and principles, including 
ensuring inclusive and transparent pre-movement assessments and post-
movement monitoring, and hold stakeholders to account. Ideally, this should 
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include reporting lines to the HCT.  

b. Humanitarian actors should plan for and employ gender-sensitive mitigating 
measures to address anticipated risks, adopt contingency planning to respond to 
unforeseen risks, and monitor conditions in areas of return against minimum 
indicators in the medium to long-term. This could include transparent third-party 
monitoring, which has been a best practice in returns and relocations by the 
Somalia Return Consortium.84 As far as possible, findings should be shared with 
affected communities and all actors expected to engage with the assisted 
movement. 

9. Humanitarian actors should ensure that effective gender-sensitive community 
feedback mechanisms are in place: Women are identifying weaknesses in the 
humanitarian system, and humanitarian actors should be listening, encouraging 
them to speak out, and taking concrete steps to improve their services.85  

10. Humanitarian and development actors should explore the importance of kinship 
networks and gender relations: Humanitarian and development actors where 
possible should seek to further understand kinship networks around relocation and 
return, including how they operate across borders. Understanding the information 
shared regarding potential durable solutions, the capacity of kinship networks to 
support relocated and returned men, women, girls and boys, and resultant 
considerations on perceptions of security are important factors in people’s 
decisions on where to return or relocate. This could inform ways to strengthen 
community networks to respond to spontaneous relocation or return, reduce 
tensions and inform approaches to resilience programming. It could also help 
determine levels and population segments of vulnerability: previous relocation and 
return processes in South Sudan demonstrate that people without kin networks, 
particularly women and the elderly, are among the most vulnerable.86 

11. Humanitarian and development actors should plan dedicated activities and 
investment specifically designed to challenge harmful gender norms and to 
address and prevent sexual and gender-based violence, such as SASA! and EMAP:87 
Humanitarian and development actors should ensure these responses are 
prevention focused, survivor centred, evidence-based and community driven in 
order to encourage sustainability. They should support and build on the capacities, 
strategies and mechanisms that women and girls (including women’s rights actors) 
and local communities have already begun to develop to transform gender relations 
and address SGBV in its various forms.  

a. Humanitarian and development actors should seek ways to engage men and 
boys in strategic behaviour change and as agents for change, especially 
community and political leaders who influence traditional norms and who dominate 
reporting and response structures.  

b. They should equally prioritize women- and girl-friendly spaces as evidence-
based interventions that provide physical and emotional safety to women and 
girls.88  

12. Humanitarian actors and UNMISS should improve and systematize 
communication with communities around possibilities for gender-sensitive durable 
solutions: Humanitarian actors and UNMISS should develop and implement 
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strategies to systematically communicate with communities on the potential for 
durable solutions, and coordinate with other actors on such communications (and 
messaging) to ensure that movements are voluntary and informed. This would 
support informed and thus genuinely voluntary decisions to return. Such 
information should include the role of UNMISS in security provision and assessments 
of security and available services in areas of return.  
a. IDPs should be provided with more information about their preferred area of return 
or relocation, with specific information about the security situation. In intention 
surveys from Bor, Wau and Malakal POCs over two-thirds of IDPs indicated they 
needed more information about their preferred area of return or relocation, with 
information about the security situation being the most frequently requested.89  

b. Actors should explore ways to coordinate with local and government authorities 
on messaging. These strategies are essential to ensuring that displaced people are 
receiving accurate information. 

13. UNMISS’ planning and protection assessments should include a thorough 
gender analysis of and activities aimed at preventing and responding to threats of 
sexual and gender-based violence faced by women and girls inside POC sites and 
outside, with particular emphasis on sexual violence. This should be done in 
collaboration with local women’s rights organizations and in close consultation with 
communities. For example, in previous research in Wau, women living in the POC 
expressed a high degree of confidence in UNMISS-accompanied trips outside of the 
POC to collect firewood in protecting them from SGBV. However, while these trips 
could constitute important confidence building activities for further movements 
outside POC sites, women were concerned these trips were too infrequent to meet 
their needs.90  

14. Donors should ensure that gender-sensitive responses to return, relocation 
and (re)integration are effectively funded, with a strong focus on local capacity. 
Supporting people with durable solutions, including return and relocation, will likely 
require concurrent gendered service provision in both locations of return and 
displacement. Development and resilience activities will also need to be stepped up 
and closely coordinated, integrating strong conflict and gender analysis. In this 
context, donors should recognize that increasing budgets can be a sign of progress 
and can increase resilience and accelerate recovery.  
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