
NGO: European Centre for Law and Justice (ECLJ)
UPR Submission—South Sudan—40th Session

Status of Human Rights in South Sudan
for the 40th Session of the

Universal Periodic Review
Introduction

1. The European Centre for Law and Justice (ECLJ) is an international, non-governmental
organisation dedicated to promoting human rights around the world. The ECLJ also holds
Special Consultative status before the United Nations Economic and Social Council. This report
discusses the status of human rights in the Republic of South Sudan (South Sudan) for the 40th
Session of the Universal Periodic Review (UPR).

Background

2. Located in east-central Africa, South Sudan has an estimated population of 10.9 million
people1. About 60% of the population identifies as Christian, 33% as folk religions, 6% as
Muslims, and the rest as other or unaffiliated2.

3. South Sudan’s previous review was held on 7 November 20163. During the previous
UPR, South Sudan received 233 recommendations, 203 of which South Sudan supported. One
recommendation, which Sudan supported, called for the government to “[i]mmediately desist
from violations of human rights, including attacks on civilians and unlawful killings, acts of rape
and sexual violence, arbitrary detentions, abductions and lootings”4. Another supported
recommendation was for South Sudan to “[p]romptly ratify the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights”5. There were no recommendations made regarding religious liberty,
however, the ongoing conflict has put the lives of Christians and other citizens at risk.

4. In 2011, South Sudan gained independence from Sudan. Since 2013, civil war has
ravaged South Sudan, resulting in a massive humanitarian crisis. Despite a ceasefire signed in
February of 20206, there are still hundreds of reports from across the country of innocent
civilians being killed by the South Sudan People’s Defense Force (SSPDF) and opposing
insurgent groups. In addition, unknown assailants often target and attack Christians7.

Legal Framework

5. Under the Transitional Constitution of South Sudan, Article 11, “[e]very person has the
inherent right to life, dignity and the integrity of his or her person which shall be protected by
law; no one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his or her life” 8.

6. Furthermore, under Article 23 of the Constitution, citizens have “the right to worship or
assemble in connection with any religion or belief and to establish and maintain places for these
purposes”9.

7. Despite supporting recommendations from its 2016 review that it ratify the ICCPR, South
Sudan has not done so. Ratifying the ICCPR would indicate that South Sudan is committed to
the principals espoused in its Constitution, as well as those enshrined within such articles as
Article 18 of the ICCPR:
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Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. This
right shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice,
and freedom, either individually or in community with others and in public or
private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and
teaching10.

8. Furthermore, under Article 6 of the ICCPR, “Every human being has the inherent right to
life. This right shall be protected by law. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his life”11.

Attacks on Christians

9. On 14 May 2018, “[a]t least ten people, including five children, [were] killed in an attack
on a [Christian] college in South Sudan”12. The attackers, later identified as members of the
Sudan People’s Liberation Army “also raped the 14-year-old daughter of a staff member . . . and
vandalized and looted college offices, single-staff houses, classrooms and the library”13.

10. In November 2019, “[f]our people were kidnapped after thousands of displaced civilians
fled their homes during an attack on a church compound in South Sudan”14. According to the
reports, the assailants were unknown and “no groups have claimed responsibility”.15 The South
Sudanese government did “not provide any security, leaving the people to live in fear of another
attack”16.

11. On 27 July 2020, unidentified gunmen killed thirty-one people “in an attack in which [a]
cathedral and [an] entire village were set ablaze”17. Among those killed in the attack was the
Dean of St. Luke’s Cathedral along with “14 women and children who had sought refuge in the
church’s compound”18. In addition to the children killed in the compound, “[s]ix children were
abducted by the attackers and later killed”19.

12. During Christmas of 2020, at least 3 SSPDF soldiers stormed into a church, forced the
congregants to drink alcohol, abducted clergymen and women, and locked five adults and three
children into a hut before setting the hut on fire20. All eight individuals were able to escape the
burning hut, and all but one of those taken hostage were able to later escape21. One survivor
stated, “[t]he soldiers threatened to kill all of us . . . They brought alcohol and forced us to drink.
It was a choice of death and life”22. Another survivor further described the violence they face on
a daily basis:

Those soldiers are here not to protect the civilians at all . . . . We are not free in
Loka West. The degree of persecution is very high. We are now in the hospital. If
we return home, they will kill us. We are afraid of returning to our house because
those soldiers are waiting for us. They want us dead23.

13. On 26 April 2021, two gunmen stormed the home of a Catholic priest and shot him
several times24. The Catholic Church has acted as a mediator in peace negotiations between the
opposing Dinka and Nuer tribes, and reports indicate that the attack was designed to deter the
Catholic church from being involved in South Sudan’s political affairs25.

14. On 16 May 2021, Sudanese militiamen barbarically attacked the northern village of
Dungob Alei, killing 13 people and wounding 8 others26. While the perpetrators of the attack
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remain unknown, the Episcopal Church of South Sudan stated that the Diocese of Abyei sits in
“an area that experiences Islamic encroachments followed by harassment, intimidation and
frequent attacks carried out by Arab Islamic militias”27. Thus, this attack mirrors a long-term
trend of violence against Christians in South Sudan, sending a clear message to Christians to
either stop worshipping or constantly fear for their lives28.

Conclusion

15. Religiously-motivated attacks, along with a raging civil war, make South Sudan one of
the “most unstable government[s] in the world as well as one of the most dangerous countries to
live in”29. South Sudan’s turbulent past fuels the current attacks against Christians. The
government of South Sudan must do more to protect the rights enshrined in their Constitution
and defend the lives and religious freedom of the South Sudanese.
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