Conference of Traditional Authority Leaders

 

March 26 – 28

(Yambio, Capital of Western Equatoria State)

 

A Report by 

 

Jacob J Akol

 (Gurtong)

 

(Plus detailed "Brief Notes" from Acuil Malith Banggol of PASS)

 

The three-day conference brought together, for the first time, the chiefs and traditional leaders of Western Equatoria State. Attendees included paramount chiefs, head chiefs sub-chiefs and other traditional leaders, representing all ethnic communities of the state. (See briefs).

Invited participants and observers included three paramount chiefs Dut Malwal Arop from Lakes State, Madelena Tito from Eastern Equatoria State and Dennis Paramolo from Central Equatoria State. As these paramount chiefs chair their respective councils already formed, they were pivotal in advising and guiding Western Equatoria Chiefs and Traditional Leaders in discussing issues among themselves and in the formation of "Council of Leaders of Traditional Authority" in their state. 

The conference was facilitated, attended and participated in, by the leadership of the Government of Wester Equatoria State, from the office of the governor down to the local authorities.

 

Also present were of course leading representatives of PASS (Policy Advocacy and Strategic Studies), which organises and co-ordinate the convening of these conferences, an exercise which involves shuttling between local authorities, traditional leaders and funding organisations.

 

The Government of Switzerland, the largest funding agency of these conferences, was well represented by two officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as well as by a long-time consultant with historical links to the peoples of South Sudan.

 

The United States Institute of Peace (USIP), which contributes to the funding of the conferences, was also represented. Fredrick Ebert Foundation (FES), which also contributed to the funding, had more than a full day with the chiefs and traditional leaders, familiarising them with democratic electoral procedures.

 

But this report concentrates on selected views (below) expressed by some of the participants, ranging from chiefs, state government officials, organisers/facilitators and representatives of funding bodies. The questions seek to understand wider issues affecting the environment in which traditional leaders operate and why individuals or funding bodies support these conferences. It also engages some participants in delving a little deeper into aspects of concepts, our cultures and traditions to hopefully shed light on their importance to the societies in question. It is not a verbatim reporting of what they had said but an edited paraphrasing excerpts. They are not in order of importance:   

 

1. Acuil Malith Banggol (PASS):
 

Gurtong: Why do you support the formation of traditional leaders' councils in South Sudan?

 

Acuil: This is a civil society initiative to try to fulfil a mandate of the Interim Constitution of Southern Sudan, which requires states' assemblies and the regional assembly to enact laws that will establish and regulate the work of the councils of traditional leaders in all the ten Southern Sudan's states and an overall council for all the traditional leaders in the region.  

 

Gurtong: How do you see the role of traditional authority in South Sudan?

 

Acuil: There is a political will already. In June last year, President Salva Kiir himself reiterated when swearing in judges, that we should remember that the reason we went to war was because our identity and way of life as a people was threatened. He told the judges to include in the centre of dispensation of justice our traditional ways of resolving conflicts. Kiir said that to interact meaningfully with the rest of the world, we must know who we are.

 

Gurtong: We fought against marginalisation of the South by the North, how do we deal with possible marginalisation of minorities in South Sudan?

 

Acuil: In the formation of any council of traditional leaders (for example), we make sure that all ethnic communities are represented so that no ethnic community, no matter how small, feels left out. There is a 2006 local government bill waiting to be enacted by the Assembly to ensure that minorities will not be marginalised in South

Sudan.

  
2. Col Joseph Ngere Paciko, Deputy Governor of Western Equatoria State and Minister for Information and Communications:

 
Gurtong: How do you see the role of traditional leaders?

 
Ngere: The role of traditional leaders is very important in many ways. Take education of girls for instance: Our tradition, especially here in Western Equatoria, is changing towards recognising the importance of education and involvement of girls and women. These days the chiefs themselves, if there is any body to be sent to school, they send girls. They think that girls are more committed to education and are more loyal to families. Talking to the traditional leaders, they say that girls these days are better than boys because they look after you when you are old, even if she is married into another family, a girl will always look after the parents, unlike boys, who behave like birds which hutch and fly away. They go to America and everywhere and don't think about you. So the role of traditional leaders in education is very important.

 

Traditional leaders can also advise us how to bring education closer to the people in the villages, so that girls do not go more than seven or ten kilometres away from home and stay with other people. This is the fear in Africa. People in the village believe that when their girls go to town they lose the tradition and get spoiled. So we need to incorporate the thinking of our people, particularly the traditional leaders.

Also, the traditional leaders are very important in informal education. Our traditional naming systems are disappearing. These days our city boys form their own peer groups and listen to reggae music that has no relevance to our cultures.  Our girls are bleaching themselves to death!

 

We must be proud of our cultures, colour and our creation. We must thank God that we are created this way. I believe in what the Bible says, that God created human beings in his own image. If God created me in his own image, then God must also be black. If we question God by changing our colour artificially, we are creating social, health and cultural problems for ourselves.

 

So we must continuously be with the traditional leaders, empower them and dialogue with them to see that our own cultures are taken seriously. This is in our constitution and we must follow it up.

 

Gurtong: You say that identity is important to us, but there are people who argue that if we are proud of our ethnic communities we are somehow spreading tribalism: what do you say to that?

 
Ngere (laughing): I don't know why people are worried about tribalism. We must be proud of our tribes. You are only known by your tribe. Though Europeans and Americans claim that they don't have tribes, there are things that identify them. Talking of tribes is only very bad when you plan to do something armful against other tribes. Otherwise the only way we can truly identify ourselves is through our tribes. Our tribes give us languages. Our tribes give us naming systems. Our tribes give us tradition and cultures. Our tribes give us so many things which are so important and colourful.                                  

In fact the correct way to call ourselves is nations. My grand mother used to say that when we were going to Rumbek area we always said we were "going to the nation of the Jienge" (Dinka). When going to Malakal they used to say they were going to "the nation of the Nuer". All that is even closer to the truth than "ethnic territory."    

Nationalities are what we are. The word tribe belittles us, making us sort of Bantustans. So we must define ourselves. We must take ourselves and our languages seriously because that is where our cultures are. Our traditional leaders are custodians of all that.

If there is something the recently formed council of traditional leaders must do, it is that they should sit down and pass a resolution through the council, constituting the teaching of our languages and bring it to the government to pass it into law. Our roots must be kept through our languages.

 

Gurtong: You have been telling Western Equatoria chiefs and traditional leaders that while the land lies idle, the youths are languishing in towns, could you comment further on that?

 
Ngere: Yes. This is a result of disempowering our traditional leaders. It is also due to misguided planning priorities by us in the government. We call ourselves intellectuals and educated, but we are not using that education to help ourselves. One of the reasons is the foundation of education we get. I spent 95% of my life in the rural areas. When I went to school I learned in my mother tongue and I have always been attached to the village. Now I have a tukul
[1][1] in my village and I farm and hunt when I am out there. I still have my bow and arrow at home. I have always been attached to the village.

 

But we can't blame our youths too much. We the so-called educated people are to blame. You see, now that I am a deputy governor of a state I behave differently when I am in the city. When my children come home from school for holidays, I will take them to a big city like Kampala and Nairobi, for exposure. The best exposure should be in the village where our roots are. We must empower our traditional leaders to help us help the youths.

Gurtong: What would be your last message to the chiefs and traditional leaders of Western Equatoria State, as they head back home?

 
Ngere: My last message would be that the government of Western Equatoria will always be with them. The government look at the traditional leaders as the backbone. We look to them to protect and maintain our cultures and traditions. We look to them to fight HIV-Aids. We look to them for improvement of food production. We look at them as conduits in bringing towns to villages.

We will try our level best, through our meagre resources, to support them, to see that they have a small office where they operate and to provide them with uniforms with special budges so that each chief's area of authority is identified by the uniform worn.

 

Our current difficulties of transition should not discourage them. I want to urge them to see that census succeeds and I would urge them to prepare for general elections. They must prepare themselves from now on to see that the referendum succeeds in 2011.

 

Gurtong notes: The Deputy Governor concluded with a song in Avukaya which, when briefly translated, goes like this:

 
Ngere: It is about someone who was on his way to fight a lion but he was alone; so he was asking "where are my people?" It is like now when some of us are talking about retaining our traditions; but we are fighting it alone because everybody is doing their own thing. I don't want to fight this thing alone. I want everybody to join in seeing that our traditions are supported and maintained and our traditional leaders are helped to see that our cultures and identities are protected, otherwise we would have been fighting the long war for nothing.

 

 
3. Dut Malwal Arop, Paramount Chief and Chairman of Council of Traditional Authority in Lakes State:

 

Gurtong:  Chief Dut Malwal, what are you doing in Yambio? 

 
Chief Dut: Lakes State was the first to set up a council and we have experience in working together. I am here to contribute to the conference as an observer.

 

Gurtong: What will you tell the chiefs and traditional leaders of Western Equatoria State?

 
Chief Dut: I will be pointing out to them the importance of working together. We have not fully succeeded in solving the issue of clans fighting in Lakes, but since we set up our council, we have been able to meet and resolve our common issues. Fighting has decreased a lot.

 

So in working together they will solve a lot of problems of inter-ethnic conflicts in Western Equatoria State. So they should form a council where they can work together. This council can also be able to coordinate their work with all the councils in other states in South Sudan. Many problems can be resolved through meetings of the chiefs and traditional leaders.

 

I would like to thank the chiefs and traditional leaders of Western Equatoria State for inviting me. I would also like to congratulate them for convening this meeting of the chiefs and traditional leaders of Western Equatorial State.

 

 

 
4. Madelina Tito, Head Chief, and Chairwoman of Council of Traditional Authority of Eastern Equatoria State.

 

Gurtong: Chief Madelina, what is your message to the chiefs and traditional leaders of Western Equatoria State?

 
Chief Madelina (speaking in Arabic): I bring them greetings from Eastern Equatoria State. I bring the message of peace and I want to tell them I am very happy because of this peace. Before that we suffered a lot. I also want to tell them how glad I am for the opportunities given to women in this time of peace. Peace is what I would wish all the people of Sudan, including the people of Western Equatoria State.

 

 

5. Dennis Paramolo Fundi: Paramount Chief and Chairman of Council of Traditional Authority of Central Equatoria State.

 

Gurtong: Chief Paramolo, why are you here in Yambio?

 
Chief Dennis: This is the time for us the chiefs and traditional leaders of Southern Sudan to meet together. The census is very near and the elections are also due soon, and then followed by the referendum. It is important for us the chiefs to show that we the Southern Sudanese are united. We want our unity to be the reality of our freedom. Now I will gladly sing in Bari. Thank you very much.  

 
 
6. Kuno Schafli: Representative of the Swiss Government.

 

Gurtong: The Government of Switzerland has been funding these traditional leaders' conferences, why are you doing that?

 
Kuno: Because we think that the society of Southern Sudan is in full reconstruction of state authority, of mode of government in which modern governance and traditional authority will play their due role. We know that the role of traditional authorities in Southern Sudan is very important because they are closer to the people and their role cannot be substituted. They are accountable to the population for the duties they alone can render to the society and we would like to raise their capacity to do so efficiently.

 

Gurtong: What do you hope to be the outcome of these conferences? 

 
Kuno: The objective of the programme is the empowerment of the chiefs and traditional leaders as an institution, playing an important role linking the government to the population.

 

Gurtong: What would you say to critics who think that if you strengthen the role of chiefs and traditional leaders you are strengthening tribalism?

 

Kuno: I think traditional leaders in Southern Sudan and other parts of Africa have always played an important role in peaceful cohabitation of different ethnic communities of their countries. We think that if we support these traditional leaders to play their role more constructively and efficiently, I don't think we would be contributing to tribal conflicts. On the contrary we would be contributing to peaceful co-operation among and between ethnic communities.

 

 

 
7. Wilson Hassen Peni: Paramount Chief of Yambio County and Chairman of Council of Traditional Authority in Western Equatoria State. 

 

Gurtong: Are you a Zande?

 
Chief Wilson: Yes, I am a Zande and I was born here in Yambio. Yambio is called Baraciwe (not sure of spelling), meaning a place where there are many oak trees. There are not many oaks here anymore because they have been cut down. 

 

Gurtong: How long have you been a chief?

 
Chief Wilson: I was a student during the war. When the SPLA (Sudan People's Liberation Army) entered Yambio, I returned back to the village where my father was living. I started to support my father. I was the one who carried him to the court. Then he appointed me as a deputy chief. When he became very old he handed the leadership to me in front of elders and his sub-chiefs, who all agreed to my appointment.

 

Gurtong: You were the only son?

 

Chief Wilson: No, we were three but I was the only active one.

 

Gurtong: Are the other brothers older than you?

 
Chief Wilson: One of them, the first son, is older.

 

Gurtong: So the chief could appoint anyone of his sons?

 
Chief Wilson: Yes, according to the behaviour of his children.

 

Gurtong: What about his daughters, could he appoint anyone of them?

 
Chief Wilson: Here in Zandeland, it is difficult to give chieftainship to a lady.

 

Gurtong: But now you got a governor who is a lady, what do you say to that?

 
Chief Wilson: (Amused). Yes, you see, we will convince everybody because the system of New Sudan involves everybody.

 

Gurtong: What about you yourself, do you like the idea of having a lady governor? Do you think she will do better than a man?

 
Chief Wilson: She will need the support from the people. We will do our best to support her because she is a Zande.

 

Gurtong: What if she were not a Zande? After all, Western Equatoria State is not all Zande.

 
Chief Wilson: That's true, but I am talking as a Zande. But if she happened to come from any tribe in Western Equatoria, we would also support her because we always support our leaders.

 

Gurtong: The chiefs and traditional leaders from this state are meeting here in Yambio, what do you expect as the outcome of the conference?

 

Chief Wilson: We are going to organize and have our council.

 

Gurtong: Which chiefs from outside Western Equatoria State have you invited and why?

 
Chief Wilson: We have invited observers from Lakes State, Central Equatoria State and Eastern Equatoria State. All those states already have councils.

 

Gurtong: How important is this idea of chiefs talking together?

 
Chief Wilson: It is very important because it will bring unity to Southern Sudan. That was the policy of our beloved leader Dr John. During the conference in 2004, he mentioned that it would be very important for the chiefs to meet every year at all area administrative levels. When chiefs are gathered, they will discuss issues that are affecting them and settle issues that can bring conflict among the people.

 

Gurtong: As a chief, what do you do each day?

 
Chief Wilson: There are always cases to judge. When there is a conflict between individuals or communities, it is our duty to bring peace and reconciliation. We also support the government in mobilising the community to construct feeder roads, to construct health centres and mobilise children to go to school. Chiefs have a lot to do.

 

But if, like the moment, we are not involved in policy-making, who will implement that policy? The government cannot just sit and make policy without involving the chiefs. It is the chiefs who can implement all government policies involving the people.

 

Gurtong: Can you give an example of court cases you deal with?

 
Chief Wilson: Here in Zandeland, cases of adultery are very common. Also sometimes cases resulting from fighting. These are the major cases we deal with.

 

Gurtong: In cases of adultery, for example, what is the traditional way of solving this problem in Zandeland?

 

Chief Wilson: Sometimes, if the person is very close to you, you can call his elder brother to come and pay the amount equivalent to what the husband had paid in marriage. Sometimes you can go to the headman and settle the matter there. But if the guilty person is very stubborn, you can go directly to your executive chief; the court will take place and if that person is found guilty, he will go to prison, in addition to paying the amount you had paid for your wife. The wife and the man who committed adultery will all be put in prison for some months.

 

Gurtong: As chiefs, how seriously do you take education for girls?

 
Chief Wilson: Some years back people were not seriously looking at girl's education because most of our ladies were not very serious about education. Now our ladies are sending girls to school. At the moment we got all-girls school in all the Bomas in Yambio County. They are especially for girls. We also got a girls' secondary school here in Yambio. Girls are very serious now about education. 

 

 

 

8. Jemma Nuna Kumba, Governor of Western Equatoria State.
 
Gurtong: Is there anything in the tradition of the people of Western Equatoria with regard to the position of women in leadership. 

 
Jemma: Our African tradition, particularly where there were kingdoms like among the Azande, indicates that women played very important roles in decision-making in our societies. But the colonisers refused to deal with women and therefore asked their brothers to talk on their behalf. That was the beginning of the destruction of women leadership in Africa. 

 

Gurtong: So you blame it all on colonialists?

 
Jemma (laughing): Yes, I do blame it all on colonialists; but we can't blame them forever. Now that they are gone, we must restore this tradition.

 

Gurtong: You are the first woman governor in Southern Sudan and certainly in the Sudan as a whole, how do you look upon this fact that you are now blazing the way for women in the country?

 
Jemma: My appointment as the first woman governor is historic in the history of South Sudan as a whole. We had one woman who was a governor for greater Equatoria during the liberation movement. But, since the peace accord, I am the first one.

 

Gurtong: There seems to be a lot of expectations now that you have come, that everything will fall into place, how do you feel about this?

 
Jemma: Yes, there are a lot of expectations. Also people are looking to see what a woman leader is going to do. Also people are looking to me as a role model, not only for Western Equatoria but also for South Sudan and for the whole of the Sudan. So I will try my best to ensure that I play this role very well so that it will reflect positively on the future of women.

 

Gurtong: Appointing one woman here and there into position of authority is a relatively easier thing to do than to give education to women, what are you going to do for girl-child education in Western equatorial State?

 

Jemma: I will take that as a priority, to be an advocate for women education in my state ands also other states, because I believe even to fulfil the 25%, assigned by the Interim Constitution to women, is not just to pick unqualified women and put them in position of authority. So I will encourage even older women to undertake adult education. I will encourage young girls to go to school. I will be talking to young girls to protect themselves from practices that impede their education, such as early pregnancies. As a role model, I will conduct myself in a way that will encourage young women to work hard to occupy positions as high as mine or even better. They will be watching the way I behave: am I courageous? Am I determined? And so on and so forth. The way I conduct myself will have a bearing on how the girls will perceive women leadership.

 

Gurtong: You arrived in the middle of the meeting of traditional leaders from all over your state, how do you see their role in managing Western Equatoria State?

 
Jemma: The traditional authority has very important role to play in my state. The recognition of their importance can be traced back to the time of our late Chairman, Dr John Garang de Mabior. When the CPA was signed, the traditional authorities, the chiefs, were the first people to be called to a conference at New Site, where the chairman addressed them and thanked them for their role in the war, how they provided fighters, food and security to our forces.

Also, the chiefs are important because they live with the people. They know the problems of the people. Their people listen to them; so when they talk to the people they listen. We, the government are a bit far from the people, but the chiefs are living right there with their people. Traditionally, every citizen lives under the authority of those traditional leaders and chiefs. They know how to mobilise, they know how to pass messages and they are respected by their people.

 

So my administration will see that this relationship is sustained. I am now glad that they have been able to form a council, which is a forum where they can come and raise common issues facing them and lay common strategies. It is also a channel through which the government can reach them with services.

 
Gurtong: What excites you most about this job?

 
Jemma: What is exciting is not only that I am the first woman. The position comes with a lot of challenges. Already people are saying: "We want to see what this woman is going to do". I see all that as a challenge and will keep me alert from relaxing too much in my duties.

 

Gurtong: Any point you would like to add?

 
Jemma: Although I am from a tribe, I don't look at it as being an obstacle to anything I do. The most important thing is to look at ourselves as one people, though from different ethnicities. My door will be open to every one, to all the tribes, so that we can be able to put our heads together. Not only will we be working with tribes from Western Equatorial State, we will also be working closely with those from other states who live in our state. They are our people and we need to live together in peace.

 

In the absence of peace, we cannot develop. So my appeal is that we live in harmony, that we cooperate together, men and women. There will be no gender discrimination. We are all equal, men and women, in the creation of God. If we are given the same opportunities, we can all deliver at the same level. We need our youths to be on board with us. We need our elders because they have a lot of wisdom from which we can learn, especially me. I know I will always have a lot to learn from my elders. I will always consult with my elders whenever there is a major decision that will affect the community. 

 

 
9. Kwacakworo (Dr. Conradin Perner), Consultant to the Swiss Government and a leading advocate of equality of cultural values. 
 

Gurtong: Why do you personally support this programme of chiefs and traditional leaders' authority in South Sudan?

 
Kwacakworo: This is a result of long experience in South Sudan. I stayed for almost thirty years with the people of South Sudan in villages far away from towns and cities, very far out in the so called wilderness. There of course you are close to the people and you know their problems.

Although I like very much the people of North Sudan, what upsets me all the time was their behaviour towards the people of the South. Not surprisingly there has been war in Sudan for almost fifty years. The root cause of this war was the lack of respect for cultural identity and cultural values and respect for Southerners, whom they considered to be like animals roaming naked in the wilderness, had no cultural values or identity and were stupid and lazy. These were the terms used once by former President Numeiri on a Swiss television.

 

So I was always interested in how to bring people together. Both Northerners and  Southerners are good people, both have cultural values and I do not see why these cultures could not come to some understanding. It is really lack of respect for dignity of each human being which led to the long and cruel war which has caused so much death and so much suffering.

 

It was also the lack of unity in South Sudan that led to the long war. If the people of South Sudan really had wanted and respected each other and worked together, the war would have ended much earlier. But the so-call enemy in the north used this internal dissent to facilitate their own plans by arming certain tribes, to fight the SPLA. The prolonged war and suffering would not have been possible if there was unity among Southerners.

 

One should never forget that all cultures are equal. There is no one culture better than the other. Numbers do not count in the cultural equation. If you have ten people with a culture and you have one person with a culture, they are all equal and need the same respect.

 
Gurtong: What happens to a nation which recognises this equality of ethnic cultures?

 
Kwacakworo: If people respect each other's values it will lead to dialogue, will lead to understanding and will lead to unity. The problems will always be there but when there is respect for values there will always be a way for dialogue to solve problems. That is the value of forming these councils of traditional leaders as means of resolving conflicts.

 

Gurtong: What is the ultimate objective then?

 
Kwacakworo: The first thing is to create awareness of the cultures. The government is of course interested to have sure means where they can discuss and explain themselves to the people. We should not forget that South Sudan is a new nation and there is a big problem of state-building. If you want to build a nation you must built on a solid foundation, like a house. You cannot build a new house on a weak foundation; otherwise such a house would soon collapse simply because the foundation is not there. The government needs the people as a foundation. They cannot do without the people.

 

Gurtong: The Swiss government has been supporting this activity for quite sometime now, why do you think they should continue to do so?

 

Kwacakworo: Well, for these same reasons I have given above.

 

 

10. Dr Christina Jones-Pauly (USIP):

 

Gurtong: How long have you been supporting this programme?

 

Christina: Just about two years.

 

Gurtong: Why do you support it, personally?

 

Christina: For the last twelve to fifteen years, I have been working on customary laws, so-called governance structures in various capacities. Before I came to Sudan, I and other colleagues agreed that Sudan could use some of the ideas and models from the other countries I visited on this side of Africa. 

 

Then I came to discover that there is something very unique about the Sudan. First of all, the length of the colonial period was relatively short; the control of the government over legal system was relatively short. For the first time, an African constitution provides that customary or traditional governance and legal system is going to be the basis of the entire legal system. Rather a unique and big challenge.

 

So, for me personally, it is gratifying to try to think of a different approach to what I have seen in Sudan than what I have seen in other African countries; at the same time to spare South Sudan a lot of the pains and misconceptions that we had about African governance systems or imposing African governance systems which really are not very effective and do not take into account basic values in the society.

 

Gurtong: You come out very strong on keeping the traditional system out of politics, how is this possible in Sudan?

 

Christina: I think, as one of the Ndebele kings said on the study tour (of traditional leaders from South Sudan), that a chief, in order to really look after the welfare of the community and the people, cannot afford to be partisan, plus the fact that decisions are reached traditionally by consensus, which is not the political way of the westernised systems which are being imported or imposed here. To keep it out of politics, I think that non-partisanship and this consensus approach has to be strengthened.

 

We also have to re-conceptualised what is the kind of political system based on majority-minority, not caring about saving face, not caring about consensus; to rethink what we are bringing in. I think we saw an excellent example of that already when Mandela came into power. Everyone was rather surprised, almost shocked, that he brought opposition into the cabinet of the ANC (African National Congress).

 

 

Gurtong: With regard to inclusiveness, is there any parallels you can draw with the system in the United States?

 

Christina: Part of my family is Native American, Indian. My great grandfather was a chief. The tragic history of non inclusivety, of destroying a system that was there, not having respect for it, not being able to incorporate any part of it, is something that also drives me. At the same time, I did not experience the civil rights movement but I know a great deal about it from colleagues and friends. That for me was a turning point in which the society decided we better start getting inclusive.

 

Parallels here in the system: I would see, for example, on very lowest governance level in the states, for example, in Texas, you will find counties which are very different, even neighbouring counties. One county may say we are a dry county, absolutely no alcohol. The neighbouring county may say no, we have voted to be a wet county. You will find in one county a judge who is elected by the people because one does not believe appointing judges is terribly democratic. In the next county, you will find that they are not elected but appointed. 

 

So this basic diversity in the American system is very impressive.  It is competing with federal power and structures, just as here there will be competition between the different layers of government.

 

It is a very complex system in the United States and people would sometimes say to me in Washington, 'Oh, how can they possibly handle such complexity in South Sudan?" and I would say, "If you can handle it, why shouldn't they be able to handle it? They are equally intelligent."

 

Gurtong: Is there not a sense of inclusiveness in the US Senate, for example?

 

Christina: Yes, in the sense that every state is represented, regardless of what the population is. Two senators from one state, whether it's Rhodes Island, the smallest state, or the largest, which I think now is New York. That has always been a system by which people feel it gives a chance for everybody to have a voice and on the other hand, it is recognition that the majority is not always right and the minority has to be protected. So yes, the senate is based on that system. I think the original ideology from what I know was that "you can't trust the mob", therefore you have to have this, bit, but in the main time, people have begun to appreciate it is not the question of trusting the mob, but the fact that everyone should have a say, regardless of what the population is.

 

Gurtong: Any particular point you would like to add?

 

Christina: Yes, about this project. When I first started in Sudan, the idea was rule of law, you bring in international standards and best practices and at the same time, because most of the people are going to the customary legal system; that is where the greatest access is, and one of the basic principles of the rule of law is access of the people to the justice, a quick and speedy justice.

 

But when I learned about the councils, I was fascinated and took it up immediately because I thought it was a brilliant idea. It provided a brilliant structure which can be sustained and in which this access to justice can take place. Up to now I think the internationals have tended to ignore that there has to be a governance infrastructure to sustain a rule of law and this basis accessed at the grassroots. That's one of the basic reasons I support the project because I think it is a brilliant conception which one has not heard before.

 

Gurtong: Why does the USIP support the project?

 

Christina: One of the basic principles is first to support the civil society rather than the government, because the government gets funds from everywhere and it (USIP) is relatively a small organisation. The chiefs are something of in-between the civil society on one end and public governance on the other end. We have always tried to bring in the concept that traditional systems are not to be ignored at all. So that's just a basic recognition and I was specifically asked to come in and take over the Sudan's project because I have experience in Africa.

 

Gurtong: In the long run, what would you say is the success of this project?

 

Christina: In the long run, it is for each state to have its own council and eventually coming together with some representation at all South Sudan level. But the success of it, I think is that the chiefs themselves have realised that they don't have to be sat on all the time. They don't have to be constantly told "what you are doing is wrong". It has given them self-confidence. That to me is extremely important. If they are allowed to continue this quick access to justice and to maintain a relatively corruption-free system, that would be the measure of success. At the moment I am simply happy that the councils are there, that the chiefs have been very enthusiastic about it. Sustaining it is of course my main concern. That's where I put the emphasis. When establishing the councils the sustainable factors must be there, so that they can fulfil the basic principles and all its structures and its ideals which is the document which they signed. 

 

 

 

11. Dr. Alfred Sebit Lokuji, Leading facilitator of the conferences:

 
Gurtong: You have been one of the organisers and facilitators of chiefs and traditional leader's conferences through out, why do you support it?

 

Alfred: I think one of the things that is very obvious to anyone who is observant is that the modern system of government, as founded by the colonialists and as inherited almost whole sale from the colonialists, is based on a superficial structure that is assumed to go all the way down. But we know, we have grown up in it. We know that out there in the villages, out of the offices of governments, is another system altogether; a system that has survived the war, as it had survived in the past, with the local authority being the chief.      

The chiefs are not imposed in a constitutional sense. People are brought up knowing who their chief is; they carry their problems to the chief and the chief also consults with the people when there is a problem. This is what I discovered during the war that it obtains all over South Sudan, whether you are a Bari or Dinka or Nuer or Zande.

 

Gurtong: It has been argued that the problem with Africa is too many tribes and too many languages: do you subscribe to this?

 
Alfred: I think the problem with Africa is not recognising people for who they are. The lack of recognition of individual identity, that's what has been missing. The fact that I am a Bari defines me in many ways and the fact that you are a Dinka defines you in many ways. If you don't accept that, how can we interact? 

 

Gurtong: That has been called tribalism. Is it?

 
Alfred: It is called tribalism if you use your identity to refuse to interact with others. If I as a Bari refuse to interact with others, then I am practicing tribalism. If it simply means accepting what defines me, then I don't see how that can be negatively called tribalism.

 

Gurtong: How can we use our differences to unite us?     

 
Alfred: I will give you a simple example; it might be a naïve one: Since I have been interacting with members of other tribes, some of the great things I discovered are things that are being practiced everyday. For example, the Dinka have discovered a very simple scientific way of killing mudfish. In Juba, when I was a small boy, the Dinka used to come with a long string of mudfish for sale. We didn't know how they did it. 

 

But, five years ago, someone described to me how they do it: You see, they study water flow and on it build mud and grass dams and somehow create channels through which they force fish to run, as they are being chase by another team that is in charge of chasing fish down the narrow channels. Then you have one person, standing at the narrow channel, who seems to know the size of the fish by the size of the wave it creates; and he knows precisely when that fish crosses the narrow channel, where it is then speared with harpoon and pulled out of the water. I think that's very highly scientific; and it is not largely recognised. But that's a simple example.

 

The other one that has impresses me very much is this: The whole world sees the relationship between a man and a woman as only one between two people. The moment a third man is introduced, that's the end more or less for that relationship. For much of the world, including some of our own societies, the introduction of a third woman is usually the introduction of chaos. But I was most fascinated to learn that in many of the Dinka sections, when a woman reaches a certain age where she fills that she cannot be of full service any more to the family, she undertakes herself to get another young woman to be the wife of her husband; and her role changes a bit to the one of a supervisory nature. The young woman takes over and she produces children for the family.

 

It is mind boggling for those of us who come from societies where relationship between co-wives is one of hostility to discover that in our midst is a society that builds very strong relationships.

 

Gurtong: What is the role of traditional leaders and chiefs in bringing us together?

 
Alfred: First and foremost, they are the only institution many of us in traditional localities know. The district commissioner and any government official from the towns are visitors and often have to be introduced even to the way the communities they are visiting think. In spite of the fifty years of independence, the governance we inherited from colonialists has not penetrated our cultures and still remains strange to the vast majority of our peoples. I believe that the majority members of our rural household have never talked to a government official.

 

Gurtong: Do traditional leaders recognise the power they have?

 
Alfred: That's a difficult question to answer for one simple reason. The moment that you are chief you realise that there is something hovering over your head, the so-called modern government. When they are dealing with their people they know they are very powerful and they know that they are the instruments for maintaining peace and tranquillity in their societies. If they look downward to the level of their citizenship, they know they are very powerful; but if they look up to the structures above them, they realise that they are actors among many, and may even be small actors among gigantic actors. 

 

Gurtong: What is the advantage in bringing them together like has been going on in these conferences?

 
Alfred: I think there are a number of things that had happened in the past and one of them is that almost any government can do anything at will. Talk of the dismissal of a chief for example: This is not an easy thing to do in the traditional practice; and it could not be done for political reasons, as there must be serious reasons why a society may rise up against a chief. But within the modern political arena, a chief can be simply dismissed for being apolitical or for not being supportive enough to the political system in power.

 

Another thing we have experienced in recent years is the election of chiefs. That's strange for many communities. Traditionally there are families of clans from which most of our communities know their chiefs come. There are reasons for that, and this is not the time to try defending or finding faults with it. 

 

As the Americans say, if it works why fix it? If the chiefs and traditional systems work, why would anyone want to change anything about it? It is trusted and respected by the vast majority of our people and we should not be so rushed in trying to change it. People know how the system works, they embrace it and they know how to change it when it is not working. In that sense the chiefs and traditional leaders are very important.

 

Gurtong: There are people among us, particularly the so-called educated Africans and others, who look down upon our traditions and customs as backward; saying that the chiefs and traditional leaders are custodians of backwardness and therefore should not be helped or kept in power, because doing so would be keeping our people backward: what would you say to such people?

 

Alfred: That is one of the most unfortunate presumptions or assumptions that people can make. Backwardness or forwardness is a state of mind. If it is in your state of mind that you feel backward, you will think that people will associate you with what they say is backwardness. But if only you can begin to appreciate the strength of traditional society; if you can begin to appreciate the poetry in traditional singing; if you can begin to appreciate wonderful ways of doing things, such as open and free events!

 

In the West, if you want to enjoy life music you have to have a band up there on the stage and the rest of the people down there. The traditional context mixes everybody, musicians, listeners and participants in the same theatre; it is a live, interactive theatre! I don't think you can find something better than that.

 

The idea that those who follow our traditions are primitive is a misplaced notion. Not having modern amenities should not be construed to mean primitiveness. Who is more primitive, the one who does not have clean and hot water or the one who is making it difficult or almost impossible for the one who dose not have clean and hot water? I think the one who is preventing others from having modern amenities is the primitive one; and these are the so-called educated in government and cities.

But I want to end on the note that the Japanese are known to have kept their culture. When they have their meals they still sit on the floor. When you go to their living rooms you are welcome to sit on mats on the floor. And you have diners sitting on the floor, not at tables and on chairs. And yet they have very sophisticated technology. Will those who call us primitive also call Japanese primitive because they stick to their culture? Look at the way they greet each other. Look at the way they bow to each other. We have a lot to learn from Japanese.

 

Gurtong: Are there aspects of our cultures we need to discard?

 
Alfred: I think all societies, no matter how technically advance, have something to discard. To give an example in our case, we need equality of gender in the public arena. We limit our women from participating in public arena; by doing so we are preventing over fifty percent of the population from participating in all aspects of our activities. So our cultures have something to discard; but all that cannot be enforced indiscriminately by legislation. It should be done through the process of enlightening the people.

 

Gurtong: It ha been said that there are too many languages in South Sudan that they should be left to die: what do you say about that?

 
Alfred: All I can say about that is this: if a language is going to die, don't engineer it. Don't be charged with its murder. Let it happen through natural process. Do not become a party to killing a language.

 

Gurtong: How good are we as a people in learning our languages?

 
Alfred: I am sorry to say, and I want to apologise to all those other South Sudanese who may disagree with me, but I think we are very terrible in learning other people's languages. But, when left alone, we are capable of learning other people's languages. My father, who never went beyond primary three, spoke four other languages that are not Bari, without negating himself as a Bari. 

 

We are poor in learning other people's languages especially when we begin to conceive of ourselves as 'civilised', as town people who speak Arabic or English or French with sophistication. You never catch them speaking their mother tongue, these people. That's what prevents us from learning our mother languages. The best conversation and the best jokes are told in mother tongue.

 

Gurtong: Literacy remains very low in South Sudan, as it in many parts of Africa; can we possibly increase literacy without reading and writing in our various mother tongues?

 
Alfred: I am glad you bring the element of mother tongue into literacy. Literacy should be functional literacy. Meaning that what we are learning to read and write should relate directly to what we do. Those who went to school a long time ago and returned home to the village later had become illiterate because their learning to read or write was not related to everyday life. If they wrote or read 'hoe' in their mother tongue as a functional word and in relation to language and in the environment of daily activities essential to the community, they would not have forgotten so easily how to read and write.

 

What I would like to add is that we should never forget our identity. When I know who I am, I can remain healthy. If I wake up not liking myself, I would spend my time in a set of mental problems I do not understand. Part of being healthy is recognising and practicing at least parts of the traditions we come from. They are like oxygen that keeps us alive. If a plant were to start thinking that there is too much cow dung around, it would soon begin to die. That's what our cultures are to us. Although I am recognisance of the fact that cultures change, it is not something we should go around denying or changing artificially.

 

 

END (JA)
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Achievement of Conference of Traditional Authority Leaders
Yambio,
Western Equatoria State
March 26th, to 28, 2008
1. Conclusions: 

 
The immediate challenge facing the newly formed Councils in Lakes State, Central Equatoria State, Eastern Equatoria State and now Western Equatoria State include the followings:

 

Inadequate infrastructure, scarce communications facilities and unavailability of commercial transport to support the mobility of council members to undertake their expected roles.

 

Traditional Authority Leaders status is still not regulated by law therefore are not being entitled yet to funding from GoSS not from the States Governments. These laws are like the draft Local Government Bill 2006 and laws to regulate the Councils of Traditional Authority Leaders as mandate by the Interim Constitution of Southern Sudan (ICOSS) 2005 and by each Constitution of the ten states in Southern Sudan (see section 7.2).

 

There are no specific follow up plans to address the shortage of support and when shall the regulating laws be passed to mandate GoSS and States Authorities to commit resources to support the Councils' institutions and their missions.

 

UN Agencies, NGOs and Donor Community should recognize and work in collaborations with Traditional Authorities in Bomas as the first layer of GoSS that is closed to the rural majority.

 

2. Introduction 

 

The Yambio Conference is the forth in plans of PASS to facilitate/organize such a conference for each of the ten states of Southern Sudan and an overall Southern Sudan Conference for Traditional Authority Leaders as mandated by Interim Constitution of Southern Sudan (ICOSS) 2005 and each of the tens states Interim Constitution (see PASS Strategy to Support Councils of Traditional Authority Leaders in South Sudan). PASS is working in collaboration with Southern Sudan Local Government Board, Ministry of Presidential Affairs, Ministry of Legal Affairs and Constitutional Development, Southern Sudan Peace Commission and Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports. PASS was financed by Government of Switzerland ($85,421) and United State Institute of Peace (USIP) who donated $10,000.

 

In each state PASS works through The Office of Governor for the approval to conduct the conference. The Ministry of Local Government and Law Enforcement Agent then becomes an implementing partner to facilitate communication with Traditional Authorities.

 

The Conference has planned targets as mentioned under section 3 below. The report is a short brief to our stakeholders and to urge the concerned parties to continue their support to achieve our mission. A more detailed report is underway that shall be provided as soon as it is produced. In this report we have highlighted the immediate results achieved under section 4. Also under section 5 are brief notes on what was the planned organization. Funding sources has been listed under section 6. The way forward is under section 7 of this report.

 

The workshop was made successful by support from Western Equatoria State Government headed by the then Acting Governor H.E. Hon. Col Joseph Ngere. The Ministry of Local Government and Law Enforcement Agents instrumentally played a pivotal role to facilitate the organization. State Minister of Education, Science and Technology generously made the Ministry's facilities at the disposal of the conference resulting to these successes.

 

3. Planned Targets 

 
            Council of Traditional Authority Leaders formed.

            Executive Committee Selected by the Council

            Forum created for Traditional Authorities from all nationalities (ethnicities) in        

            Western Equatoria State.

            Forum for Government of Western Equatoria State to brief Traditional Authorities 

            on priorities 

 
4. Immediate Results Achieved 

 

            Council of Traditional Authorities in Western Equatoria State is formed on 

            Basic Principles of Council of Traditional Authorities was consensually passed by 

            10 Paramount Chiefs and 54 Executive Chief (see attached Basic Principles)
            Paramount Chief Wilson Hassen was by consensus selected to be the Chairman of 

            Council of Traditional Authorities Leaders in Western Equatoria State.

            Governor of Western Equatoria State H.E. Madam Kumba was able to brief 

            traditional leaders and all the Counties Commissioners who were participants of 

            the Conference.

             

            Ministry of Local Government and Law Enforcement Agent in Western Equatoria 

            State lead most of the cabinet members to brief Traditional Authorities Leaders on 

            their programs and policies.

            UNMIS were able to explore the forum to brief Traditional Authorities in their 

            programs and policies in the state.

            UNDP was given an opportunity to disseminate the CPA to traditional authorities.

            Visiting Wildlife Senior Command found the forum useful to exchange views 

            with Traditional Authorities in the state.

            Visiting delegation from War Widows, Orphans, Disabled, Wounded Heroes 

            Commission was able to explain their policies and program on microfinance to the 

            Traditional Authorities and Commissioners. Forms were distributed for target 

            beneficiaries to fill.

            Fredrick Ebert Stiftung (FES) was given an opportunity to lecture and discuss 

            with Traditional Authorities the culture of peaceful elections and gender in 

            elections.

            Traditional Leaders from different payams, counties and nationalities were given 

            an ample time to know themselves and to dialogue amongst themselves.

            The Conference injected nearly $80,000 into local market through 

            accommodation, local transport, labour and food for participants.

            Representatives of Council of Traditional Authorities in Western Equatoria State, 

            Central Equatoria State and Lakes States attended the conference and they 

            exchange their experiences with the conferees throughout the conference.

            A highlight was made on importance and issues of cultural heritage and 

            importance of collecting cultural artefacts by traditional Authorities.

            Throughout the conference there was a positive media focus on Western Equatoria State.

 

5. Planning and Organization 

 
5.1  Participants
 
	S/No
	County
	Commissioner
	Paramount
Chief
	Payam
Executive
Chiefs
	Women
	Youth
(M/F)
	Other
Nationalities
[2][2]
	Total

	1
	Yambio
	1
	1
	5
	1
	2
	2
[3][3]
	12

	2
	Maridi
	1
	1
	5
	1
	2
	1
[4][4]
	11

	3
	Tambura
	1
	1
	5
	1
	2
	0
	10

	4
	Mundri W
	1
	1
	5
	1
	2
	0
	10

	5
	Mundri E
	1
	1
	5
	1
	2
	0
	1O

	6
	Mvolo
	1
	1
	6
	1
	2
	0
	11

	7
	Ibba
	1
	1
	5
	1
	2
	0
	10

	8
	Nzara
	1
	1
	5
	1
	2
	0
	10

	9
	Ezzo
	1
	1
	5
	1
	2
	0
	10

	10
	Nagero
	1
	1
	5
	1
	2
	0
	10

	 
	Totals
	10
	10
	51
	10
	20
	3
	104


 
Observations:
(i)                 The criteria adopted is that all the Paramount Chiefs are invited, Only all the Payam Executive Chiefs are invited and that a provision is made for other nationalities whose population do not qualify them to have a Payam Executive Chief. Those nationalities shall be represented by their community leaders and shall be referred to as Community Representatives.

(ii)               Youth shall be represented by male and female as observers.

(iii)             A women Leader each in every county are invited as observers.

(iv)             County Commissioners are observers and shall be hosted by the State Authority alongside their body guards.

 
5.2  Additional Target
 
1. The Government of Western Equatoria State request an additional day to separately meet with Traditional Authorities who attended the conference. 

2. Fredrick Ebert Stiftung (FES) was granted additional day to lecture the conference on the culture of peaceful elections and gender and elections. 

3. Representatives from other States whose Councils have been formed were invited to attend the conference to exchange their views, experience and challenges. 

 

6. Funding Sources 

 
6.1  Government of Switzerland



$85,421

6.2  United State Institute of Peace (USIP)

$20,000

6.3  Fredrick Ebert Foundation (FES)


$10,000 (in kind support)

 
7. The Way Forward 

 

The Chairperson, the Executive Committee promised to adhere to the basic principles.

 

The Basic Principles shall be a grass route contribution through the conferee to the dialogue towards drafting, legislating and enacting laws regulating the Council of Traditional Authority Leaders in Western Equatoria State and Southern Sudan as comes under The Interim Constitution for Southern Sudan 2005 Article 175. (2) Legislations at the Southern Sudan and states levels shall provide for the establishment, composition, function and duties of the Council of Traditional Authorities Leaders (CTAL). And as recognized under The Interim Constitution of Southern Sudan 2005, each of all the State Interim Constitutions for the 10 states of Southern Sudan under Part Eleven, Chapter III Article 155 (1) The State Legislative Assembly shall provide for the role of traditional authority as an institution at local government level on matters affecting local communities. 155 (2) The State Legislative Assembly shall provide for the establishment, composition, functions and duties of the Councils of Traditional Authority Leaders.
             

The Council shall work to promote culture of peace and development in the state and neighbouring communities through mutual recognition of each others cultures and values.

             

PASS shall continue to work with Southern Sudan Local Government Board, GoSS Ministry of Presidential Affairs, Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports, Ministry of Legal Affairs and Constitutional Development and Southern Sudan Peace Commission to ensure that the established Council have been regulated by law and are effectively supported to fulfil the mandate of The Constitutions.

             
Newly formed Councils should be worked with to have access and recognition from UN Agencies, NGOs and Donor Community to support their mission especially during the current period when the laws regulating them have not been approved to allow GoSS and each of States Government to financially allocate resources for the enhancement of the Councils' Missions.




 

--END--















