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South Sudan: Current Path

Chart 2 presents the Current Path of the population structure from 1990 to 2043.

A country’s population characteristics are fundamental to shaping its long-term social and economic trajectory. 
Demographic factors such as population size, age structure, fertility rates, migration patterns and levels of urbanisation 
directly influence labour markets, service delivery, governance capacity and social cohesion. 

Analysing South Sudan’s demographic structure is particularly critical, as the country’s youthful population, high fertility 
rates, widespread displacement and uneven access to education and healthcare present both significant challenges and 
potential development opportunities. These demographic dynamics provide insight into South Sudan’s development 
prospects, informing policy choices on human capital investment, economic growth and stability.

South Sudan’s population remains among the youngest in the world, with a median age of just 19.2 years in 2023, 
compared to the averages of 20.4 and 31.9 years, respectively. This youthful demographic profile reflects persistently high 
fertility rates and a rapidly growing population, shaped by decades of conflict, limited access to education and healthcare, 
and constrained economic opportunities. On the Current Path, South Sudan's median age will increase to 25.1 years by 
2043.

In 2023, South Sudan had an estimated fertility rate of 3.9 children per woman and a total population of approximately 
11.5 million. The working-age population (15–64 years) accounted for 57.6% of the total population, slightly higher than 
the average of 54.5% observed among low-income countries in Africa. If this working-age population is supported through 
adequate education and skills development and effectively absorbed into the economy, it has the potential to boost 
productivity, stimulate economic growth and contribute to the demographic dividend. However, in the absence of 
sufficient employment opportunities and investment, this potential may remain underutilised, increasing pressure on 
public services and constraining inclusive economic growth.  

As of 2023, South Sudan’s unemployment rate was estimated at around 12.5%, indicating that roughly 1 in 8 working-age 
individuals actively seeking employment remained unemployed. This labour market challenge is compounded by the 

https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/snapshots/unemployment-rate/
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country’s low level of human capital. In the same year, South Sudan ranked last out of 193 countries on the Human Capital 
Index, with a score of  0.39, reflecting significant constraints in education, skills and health outcomes that limit workforce 
productivity.

By 2043, the country’s population will grow to approximately 18.2 million. Its average total fertility rate will decline to 3.1 
births per woman, far above the 2.1 replacement rate required to maintain population size without immigration. 
However, South Sudan is significantly impacted by the war in Sudan, especially from a vast and growing number of 
refugees, which has introduced uncertainty to these forecasts.

South Sudan’s youth bulge (15–29 year-olds as a share of adults) at approximately 47% in 2023 is among the highest 
globally, often associated with instability if not matched with economic opportunities. On the Current Path, this figure will 
decline to 36.9% by 2043. In addition to the need for greater spending on education, health services, and job creation, a 
large number of young adults can drive positive political change in a country through youth activism; however, they can 
also sow the seeds of socio-political instability in the absence of economic opportunities. 

Children under the age of 15 constitute approximately 39.3% of the total population (significantly higher than the world 
average of 25.1% in 2023), placing significant pressure on already overstretched public services, particularly in education, 
health and social protection.  The elderly population aged 65 years and above remains relatively small, accounting for just 
3.1% of the population, reflecting lower life expectancy. 

South Sudan’s limited provision of healthcare, combined with widespread poverty, recurrent violence and a high burden 
of communicable diseases, continues to constrain life expectancy, which remains well below the global average for both 
men and women. In 2023, life expectancy in South Sudan was estimated at 66.5 years, slightly lower than the African 
average of 67.3 years and significantly below the global average of 74.2 years in the same year. 

On the Current Path, the proportion of children under 15 years will decline to 33.2% of the total population by 2043, while 
the share of the elderly aged 65 years and above will more than double, rising to 6.5% compared to 2023. This shift 
reflects gradual improvements in life expectancy, which will increase to 73.4 years by 2043.

As the population structure evolves, South Sudan will need to prepare for future demands on its social protection and 
health systems. However, child- and youth-focused investments will remain paramount for the next two decades. The 
country’s slow demographic transition underscores the need for targeted policy interventions that accelerate fertility 
declines, improve youth outcomes, and expand opportunities for productive employment. The country’s ability to shift 
towards a more balanced age structure and unlock a demographic dividend will depend on sustained progress in 
economic growth and peacebuilding.

When the ratio of the working-age population (15-64 years of age) to dependants (children and the elderly) is 1.7 to one or 
higher, countries often experience more rapid growth, known as the demographic dividend, provided the workforce is 
appropriately skilled and absorbed into the labour market. In 2023, South Sudan’s ratio of working-age persons to 
dependants was 1.4 to one. On the Current Path, South Sudan is likely to only enter a potential demographic window of 
opportunity around 2053.

https://www.undp.org/angola/publications/human-development-report-2025
https://www.undp.org/angola/publications/human-development-report-2025
https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/03-demographic-dividend/
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Chart 3: Population distribution map, 2023

Chart 3 presents a population distribution map for 2023.

South Sudan’s population is relatively low in density, but settlement patterns are highly uneven, with the highest 
concentrations in and around major urban centres such as Juba, the capital. Much of the country’s territory remains 
sparsely populated due to ongoing challenges related to conflict, displacement and environmental constraints, including 
seasonal flooding and limited infrastructure. 

In 2023, population density was 0.18 people per hectare, well below the averages for low-income African countries (0.46) 
and the continent (0.50). This distribution reflects the effects of humanitarian pressures and slow urbanisation linked to 
protracted insecurity and repeated population movements. These factors continue to shape settlement patterns in South 
Sudan, reinforcing the concentration of people in areas that are accessible and relatively secure.
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Chart 4 presents the urban and rural population in the Current Path, from 1990 to 2043.

South Sudan’s urbanisation rate is very low; the population is mainly rural, at 79.5% in 2023, above the averages of 67.3% 
and 55.7% for low-income African countries and Africa, respectively. This makes the country one of the least urbanised in 
the Horn, East and Central Africa (HECA) region. This persistent rural majority reflects limited structural transformation 
and slow urbanisation, in contrast to the broader trends across low-income African countries. Between 1990 and 2023, 
the rural share of South Sudan’s population declined by just 7.2 percentage points, a far slower shift than the 12.4 
percentage point drop seen on average among its income peers. 

On the Current Path, the rural population is only expected to decline by approximately 0.2 percentage points to 79.4% by 
2043. This means the urbanisation rate only marginally increases from about 20.5% in 2023 to 20.6% by 2043. Thus, South 
Sudan will remain largely rural across the Current Path forecast horizon.

The predominance of the rural population has important implications for South Sudan’s development strategy and the 
allocation of public investment. It underscores the need to prioritise rural livelihoods, agricultural transformation and the 
expansion of basic service delivery beyond urban centres. Key interventions will include strengthening rural infrastructure 
(particularly roads, irrigation and market connectivity), supporting productive and climate-resilient agriculture, and scaling 
up education and health services in underserved areas. In the absence of faster urbanisation and structural 
transformation, a sustained focus on rural development will remain essential to promote inclusive growth, enhance 
human capital and accelerate poverty reduction.

In addition to forced urban migration driven by armed conflict and its effects, rural-to-urban migration is driven by the 
search for employment opportunities and education, as well as 'push factors' such as poverty, food insecurity, crop 
failure, land shortage and lack of cattle.

With proper planning, urbanisation can play a pivotal role in driving economic growth and development by accelerating 
the provision of a range of services (e.g., education and health), fostering entrepreneurship and boosting productivity. In 
addition, adequate and appropriate urban planning is essential to mitigate the impacts of climate change, such as 
flooding.

https://cng-cdn.oxfam.org/heca.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/19.11.2019_South%20Sudan%20Country%20Profile%20(1).pdf
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However, if poorly managed, urbanisation can exacerbate structural challenges, fueling unemployment, urban poverty 
and rising demand for health services, sanitation and housing. It can also accelerate the growth of informal settlements 
and contribute to environmental degradation. In South Sudan, these risks are already evident: in 2022, an estimated 94% 
of urban residents lived in slums.

Chart 5 presents GDP in market exchange rates (MER) and growth rate in the Current Path from 1990 to 2043.

South Sudan’s economy remains heavily dependent on oil production and continues to be constrained by political 
instability and the enduring legacy of conflict. As a result, the country has experienced a highly volatile growth path since 
independence. In 2023, GDP at market exchange rates (MER) was estimated at US$7.2 billion, marking a strong rebound 
from the severe contraction during the civil conflict. In 2017, GDP fell to US$1.3 billion, reflecting the scale of economic 
disruption between 2013 and 2018.

The country’s GDP growth rate over the past decades has alternated between deep recessions and rapid expansions, 
driven by conflict-related shocks, intermittent oil production shutdowns and intermittent peace efforts. Between 2019 and 
2023, the country experienced relatively rapid economic growth, averaging 23.8% per annum.  

This recovery is linked to improved security following the 2018 Revitalised Peace Agreement and the gradual reactivation 
of oil exports, which account for the majority of government revenue and export earnings. While the post-2018 period 
saw a return to positive growth, the country still faces significant challenges in consolidating these gains. In 2023, South 
Sudan’s real GDP growth rate was negative, underscoring persistent structural weaknesses, including limited economic 
diversification, weak infrastructure and ongoing humanitarian needs.

Oil exports account for approximately 90% of government revenue and a significant share of the country's GDP. Revenues 
are shared with Sudan through pipeline and transit agreements. However, the country’s reliance on oil exposes it to 
fluctuations in global prices and disruptions in production due to insecurity.

To reduce vulnerability to oil price shocks and production disruptions, the government is pursuing a diversification 
agenda centred on agriculture, fisheries, forestry and the expansion of small-scale manufacturing and value addition. 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.POP.SLUM.UR.ZS?locations=SS
https://docs.pca-cpa.org/2016/02/South-Sudan-Peace-Agreement-September-2018.pdf
https://www.undp.org/south-sudan/publications/revised-national-development-strategy-south-sudan-2021-2024
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With vast arable land, water resources, and a youthful population, South Sudan has significant development potential if 
peace and stability are maintained. However, realising this potential will require overcoming significant structural 
constraints, including severe infrastructure gaps, persistent food insecurity and ongoing political fragility. South Sudan’s 
natural resource endowment, strong social resilience and ongoing peace efforts position it for gradual economic 
transformation toward a more stable and prosperous future. 

Looking ahead on the Current Path, South Sudan is forecast to maintain moderate GDP growth averaging around 4.1% 
per annum between 2027 and 2043, but the outlook is contingent on continued political stability. The country’s GDP will 
reach US$12.8 billion by 2043, below the average expected for low-income countries in Africa. This underscores the need 
for targeted policies to foster private-sector-led growth, enhance agricultural productivity, and improve infrastructure 
resilience.

Chart 6 presents the size of the informal economy as per cent of GDP and per cent of total labour (non-agriculture), from 
2020 to 2043. The data used in our modelling are essentially estimates and may therefore differ from other sources. 

The informal economy comprises activities that have market value and would add to tax revenue and GDP if they were 
recorded. Countries with high informality face a host of development challenges, including low revenue mobilisation, 
higher poverty, lower per capita incomes, greater inequality and weaker productivity investment. Therefore, high levels of 
informality tend to constrain economic growth but often serve as a survival sector in poor countries.

In South Sudan, informal economic activities are more than just a means of survival; they are central to the lives of South 
Sudanese people. They also reflect quiet determination and strong community organisation. Because formal institutions 
are often weak or unstable, markets, trade routes and small farming or service businesses become spaces where 
communities manage their own affairs and support one another. Through these activities, people also show resistance by 
building independence from armed groups and exploitative authorities.

In many regions of South Sudan, people avoid high taxes imposed by the government, form mutual support groups and 
establish informal cooperatives to maintain trade. These actions have helped limit elite control and protect people’s 

https://worldpeacefoundation.org/blog/quiet-defiance-informal-economies-nonviolent-resistance-south-sudan/
https://worldpeacefoundation.org/blog/quiet-defiance-informal-economies-nonviolent-resistance-south-sudan/
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independence in daily lives. In South Sudan, the informal sector has also helped rebuild relationships between divided 
communities. Traders, transport workers and producers from diverse ethnic groups often rely on one another, fostering 
trust through mutual exchange.

Despite its importance, South Sudan's informal sector has experienced a slight decline in its share of GDP over time. In 
2023, the informal economy accounted for approximately 34% of South Sudan's GDP, down from about 35.5% in 2020. 
Despite this reduction, South Sudan's informal economy remains above the 2023 averages of 31.9% for low-income 
countries in Africa and 26.9% for the continent as a whole. 

With nearly 80% of South Sudanese residing in rural areas and relying on subsistence agriculture for their livelihoods, the 
informal economy has helped South Sudan reduce extreme poverty. In 2023, an estimated 63.1% of the total labour force 
(non-agriculture) was informally employed, and women constituted 51% of the total labour force in the informal economy. 

The informal sector’s share of GDP will further decline to 31% by 2043, and informal employment to 59.1%. This suggests 
a slow but steady shift in the economy's structure. Productivity in informal work remains substantially lower than in the 
formal sector, as evidenced by the wide gap between the informal share of employment and its contribution to GDP. High 
informality under the Current Path underscores the need to improve the business climate and develop skills to transition 
workers into the formal sector.

While the informal economy provides an important safety net for South Sudan’s large and growing working-age 
population, it also hinders productivity growth, weakens the tax base and complicates the implementation of effective 
economic policies. Reducing informality would enable more workers to access better wages, stronger protections and the 
benefits of redistribution. South Sudan, therefore, needs to shrink the informal economy with minimal disruption by 
lowering barriers to business registration, tackling corruption and expanding access to education and finance.

Without such reforms, the informal sector is likely to remain a significant component of South Sudan’s non-agricultural 
labour market for the foreseeable future.
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Chart 7 presents GDP per capita in the Current Path, from 1990 to 2043, compared with the average for the Africa income 
group.

In 2014, South Sudan was reclassified from lower-middle-income to low-income status after a steep decline in GNI per 
capita (Atlas method), the indicator used by the World Bank for income group classification. Over the same period, GDP 
per capita (PPP) dropped from about US$2 697 in 2011 to roughly US$1 557 in 2014, highlighting the scale of the 
contraction. Since then, South Sudan has remained a low-income economy, reflecting persistently weak per capita income 
and ongoing macroeconomic fragility. This reclassification demonstrates the country’s prolonged political challenges and 
the disruption of its main growth and revenue base, the oil sector, which continues to dominate exports and fiscal 
resources.

In 2023, GDP per capita in South Sudan stood at about US$1 476, slightly below the African low-income group average of 
around US$1 879. Looking ahead, the Current Path forecasts that South Sudan’s GDP per capita will increase to US$1 940 
by 2043. This recovery remains lower than that of the income peers group, whose average GDP per capita will nearly 
double to US$2 985 by 2043. 

The widening divergence highlights the ongoing constraints facing South Sudan, including limited economic diversification, 
weak institutions and the slow pace of structural reforms. Without more effective measures to address these constraints—
such as improving fiscal management, promoting private-sector-led growth, and fostering greater political stability—South 
Sudan is likely to continue lagging behind its income peers in broad-based improvements in living standards.

Chart 8 presents the rate and number of poor people in the Current Path from 2020 to 2043.

In 2022, the World Bank updated the poverty lines to 2017 constant dollar values as follows: 

The previous US$1.90 extreme poverty line is now set at US$2.15, also for use with low-income countries.

US$3.20 for lower-middle-income countries, now US$3.65 in 2017 values.
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US$5.50 for upper-middle-income countries, now US$6.85 in 2017 values.

US$22.70 for high-income countries. The Bank has not yet announced the new poverty line in 2017 US$ prices for high-
income countries.

As a low-income country, South Sudan uses the international monetary poverty line of US$2.15 per person per day. Using 
this benchmark, the country’s poverty rate was 64.3% in 2023—equivalent to roughly 5.9 million people—well above the 
average rate of around 45% for low-income African countries. On the Current Path, poverty will rise to 81.4% by 2030 and 
then decline to 73.2% by 2043.  Although the rate will decrease from 2030, the absolute number of South Sudanese living 
in extreme poverty will increase from 9.8 million in 2030 to 11.1 million by 2043 as the population grows. 

On its current development trajectory, South Sudan is likely to struggle to reduce poverty due to a combination of 
prolonged conflict and insecurity, weak economic performance, limited job creation and heavy dependence on 
subsistence livelihoods and humanitarian support. These pressures are compounded by high inflation, macroeconomic 
instability and disruptions to markets and basic services, which constrain household incomes and undermine resilience. 
According to the  Global Inequality Update 2024, published by the World Inequality Lab, the top 10% of the South 
Sudanese population capture over 62% of the country's wealth. In contrast, the bottom 50% of the population captured 
less than 5% of South Sudan's national income. This implies that growth alone, without inclusive targeted policies, will not 
address poverty and inequality.

Monetary poverty provides only a partial view of the situation. The global Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) offers a 
broader perspective by assessing acute poverty through overlapping deprivations across 10 indicators, divided into three 
equally weighted dimensions: health, education and standard of living. The MPI complements the international poverty 
line of US$2.15 a day by identifying who is multidimensionally poor and by showing the composition of multidimensional 
poverty. The headcount or incidence of multidimensional poverty is often several percentage points higher than that of 
monetary poverty. This implies that individuals living above the monetary poverty line may still suffer from deprivations in 
health, education, and/or the standard of living.

According to the 2022 Global MPI report, 91.9% of the population in South Sudan was multidimensionally poor in 2010, 
with an additional 6.3% classified as vulnerable to multidimensional poverty, compared to the international monetary 
poverty rate of 35.8% at US$2.15 per day in the same year.

Chart 9: National Development Plan of South Sudan

https://wid.world/data/
https://hdr.undp.org/content/2024-global-multidimensional-poverty-index-mpi#/indicies/MPI
https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/hdp-document/2022mpireporten.pdf
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Chart 9 depicts the National Development Plan of South Sudan.

South Sudan's national development plan has evolved over several years to address shifting economic, political and social 
challenges. The first national development plan, the South Sudan Development Plan (SSDP) 2011–2013, was effective 
immediately after independence (2011). It was primarily a state-building and service-delivery framework, aimed at laying 
the foundations for governance, economic recovery and human development in the new country. Its organising logic was 
structured around four pillars: governance, economic development, social and human development, and conflict 
prevention and security. The plan also emphasised building national systems for budgeting, implementation and 
monitoring and evaluation—recognising institutional weakness as a key constraint.

The 2013 conflict and subsequent instability fundamentally reshaped national development planning. As violence 
intensified and displacement expanded, planning priorities shifted away from long-term development and toward 
stabilisation, emergency service delivery and humanitarian response.

Against the backdrop of the protracted conflict and the 2018 Revitalised Peace Agreement, South Sudan adopted the 
National Development Strategy (NDS) 2021–2024 in late 2018. The strategy centred on consolidating peace, restoring 
basic services and supporting economic recovery in a context of continued fragility. It also sought to align national 
priorities with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) and the African Union’s Agenda 2063, consistent with 
development planning trends in other low-income and conflict-affected settings. Additionally, the NDS served as a 
platform for donor coordination and institutional strengthening.

In September 2025, the government unveiled the South Sudan Development Plan (SSDP) 2026–2036, marking a clear shift 
from shorter planning cycles to a 10-year national development framework. Reporting around the launch frames the SSDP 

https://faolex.fao.org/docs/pdf/ssd149673.pdf
https://docs.pca-cpa.org/2016/02/South-Sudan-Peace-Agreement-September-2018.pdf
https://www.undp.org/south-sudan/publications/revised-national-development-strategy-south-sudan-2021-2024
https://gbc1.net/index.php/2025/09/11/south-sudan-officially-kicks-off-consultations-on-its-decennial-national-development-plan-2026-2036/
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as a structured roadmap aimed at stability, resilience and sustainable development. However, with national elections on 
the horizon (postponed to 2027 under the peace agreement) and the SSDP just launched, South Sudan has a narrow 
window to solidify peace and chart a new course.
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