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South Sudan: Introduction

Chart 1: Political map of South Sudan

Chart 1 is a political map of South Sudan.

South Sudan, officially the Republic of South Sudan, is the 18th-largest country in Africa, and the 42nd-largest in the world, 
with a surface area of about 644 329 km². It is one of the sixteen landlocked countries in Africa, situated in the eastern 
region of the continent. South Sudan shares borders with Sudan to the north, Ethiopia to the east, Kenya to the southeast, 
Uganda to the south, the Democratic Republic of the Congo to the southwest and the Central African Republic to the west. 

South Sudan gained independence from Sudan on 9 July 2011. This independence followed Africa’s longest civil war (1983-
2005), which killed and displaced millions of people. The 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement not only ended that war 
but also established autonomy and a pathway to secession.

South Sudan’s independence followed an overwhelming 98.8% of voters supporting secession in the January 2011 
referendum, making South Sudan the world’s newest nation and Africa’s 54th country. However, since its independence, 
South Sudan has struggled to establish a stable system of governance and has faced persistent challenges, including 
widespread corruption, political infighting and communal violence. The country ranked 180 out of 180 countries in 
Transparency International’s 2023 Corruption Perceptions Index, underlining the governance crisis that development 
efforts must confront.

https://statisticstimes.com/geography/african-countries-by-area.php
https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/landlocked-countries-in-africa.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Sudanese_Civil_War#:~:text=South%20Sudan%206%20years%20after,the%20war%20ended
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Sudanese_Civil_War#:~:text=South%20Sudan%206%20years%20after,the%20war%20ended
https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=73ed4745-e24a-6d09-bc1e-8ec9d53cf5f8&groupId=280229#:~:text=to%20put%20an%20end%20to,Juba%20and%20quickly%20spread%20out
https://peacekeeping.un.org/sites/default/files/past/unmis/referendum.shtml
https://www.sudanspost.com/south-sudan-ranked-worlds-most-corrupt-country-in-2024-transparency-international-index/
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In 2013, a civil war broke out between forces loyal to President Salva Kiir and those supporting his then-Vice President, 
Riek Machar. What began as a political power struggle quickly escalated into an ethnic conflict, causing immense suffering, 
widespread violence and mass displacement. Several peace agreements, most notably the Revitalised Agreement on the 
Resolution of the Conflict in South Sudan (R-ARCSS), signed in 2018, and the formation of a Transitional Government of 
National Unity (TGoNU) in 2020, have sought to restore stability and establish a power-sharing government. The 
transitional period was extended (from February 2025 to February 2027) to give more time for the government to 
implement provisions in the R-ARCSS and prepare the country for elections. Despite positive steps, the peace process 
faces challenges, such as the unification of armed forces and the delayed drafting of a permanent constitution.

Despite multiple peace deals, implementation lags, and unification of forces continues, constitutional reforms remain 
incomplete. Communal clashes and insecurity persist, and the Fragile States Index has consistently ranked South Sudan 
among the most fragile states (3rd in 2024). Furthermore, the country is in a severe humanitarian crisis. In 2025-2026, 
roughly 7.5 to 7.7 million South Sudanese face high levels of acute food insecurity (IPC Phase 3+), with some areas 
experiencing catastrophic conditions. Driven by chronic conflict, climate disasters like floods, and economic crises, this 
situation leaves millions reliant on dwindling humanitarian aid.

Beyond conflict, South Sudan’s physical environment also profoundly shapes its development prospects. South Sudan is a 
land of incredible diversity, combining within its boundaries much of the physical, social and economic variation seen 
throughout Africa as a whole. Its terrain is remarkably diverse, encompassing vast plains, swamps and tropical forests. 
The country experiences a tropical climate, with hot conditions year-round. The dry season from December to February 
brings intense heat and minimal rainfall, followed by a rainy season from June to September, which is cooler and more 
humid.

Climate variability, severe droughts and floods already cripple agriculture and infrastructure, a trend likely to worsen with 
ongoing climate change. Building climate resilience (as emphasised in Agenda 2063 and Sustainable Development Goal 
13) is thus a key development priority. The central and northern regions are dominated by the sudd, one of the world’s 
most extensive wetlands. Yet, water management is a critical concern, given the country’s heavy dependence on the Nile 
River. Despite these environmental constraints, South Sudan possesses rich natural resources, including oil and fertile 
land that supports agriculture and livestock.

South Sudan is one of the world’s most oil-dependent economies. Oil has provided about 90% of government revenue and 
nearly all export earnings. This reliance makes the country extremely vulnerable to shocks. In 2024, for example, conflict 
in Sudan shut a pipeline carrying approximately 70% of South Sudan’s oil exports, causing a fiscal crisis. In essence, oil 
revenues initially helped unite warring factions in pursuit of independence, but later created perverse incentives that 
undermined governance reforms.

The total population of South Sudan was estimated at 11.5 million in 2023, predominantly African cultures that tend to 
adhere to Christian or animist beliefs. Juba is the capital and largest city of South Sudan. English is the official language, 
but Arabic and several indigenous languages, including Dinka, Nuer, Bari and Zande, are also widely spoken. The country’s 
rich ethnic and cultural diversity is reflected in its vibrant traditions, music, art and community practices, which continue 
to play an essential role in daily life and national identity. In terms of education, only about 35% of adults are literate, 
reflecting the toll of conflict on education.

South Sudan is a member of several key regional organisations, including the East African Community (EAC), the 
Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) and the African Union (AU). Joining the EAC in 2016 signalled South 
Sudan’s commitment to regional economic integration, although full integration (for example, under the standard market 
protocols) is ongoing. These regional ties are viewed as avenues to bolster trade, infrastructure links and peace–aligning 
with the AU’s Agenda 2063 aspiration for an ‘integrated, prosperous and peaceful’ continent.

https://docs.pca-cpa.org/2016/02/South-Sudan-Peace-Agreement-September-2018.pdf
https://press.un.org/en/2020/sgsm19984.doc.htm
https://fragilestatesindex.org/country-data/
https://www.wfp.org/stories/conflict-and-funding-cuts-fuel-soaring-hunger-south-sudan#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWithout%20assistance%20we%20can%20simply,know%20where%20we%20should%20go.%E2%80%9D&text=But%20those%20provisions%20are%20shrinking,of%20hunger%20are%20deeply%20troubling.%E2%80%9D
https://nilebasin.org/sites/default/files/2023-09/Sudd%2520Wetland%2520Monograph%2520%25E2%2580%2593%2520Volume%25201%2520Overview%2520of%2520the%2520Sudd%2520Wetland%2520and%2520Land%2520Use.pdf
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/5/21/south-sudan-on-edge-as-sudans-army-threatens-to-halt-oil-exports#:~:text=Save
https://www.imf.org/en/news/articles/2024/10/01/pr-24354-south-sudan-imf-completes-mission-3rd-rev-program-with-board-involvement
https://mogei.gov.ss/news_details?title=38#:~:text=South%20Sudan%20Commemorates%20International%20Literacy,School
https://www.eac.int/eac-partner-states
https://igad.int/
https://au.int/
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This complex backdrop frames South Sudan’s current development trajectory and the potential impact of various sectoral 
interventions, as explored in the sections that follow.
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