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In the early morning hours of June 30, 1989, a military coup led by Staff 
Brigadier General (now Lieutenant General) Umar Hasan Ahmad al-Bashir 
terminated one of Africa 's few multiparty parliamentary governments. One 
month after the coup, the following tentative appraisal can be made of the 
new regime in Africa's largest country: 

The New Leadership 
The 15-member military Revolutionary Command Council (RCC) headed by 
Lieutenant General al-Bashir is now the supreme political, executive, and 
legislative organ in Sudan. For the present, al-Bashir is RCC chairman, 
head of state, prime minister, defense minister, and commander in chief of 
the armed forces. A 21-member cabinet, largely composed of civilians, has 
been created to assist the RCC in the governing process. (The new foreign 
minister, Ali Sahlul, is a career diplomat.) The National Assembly, all 
political parties, and trade unions have been dissolved, and the 1985 
transitional constitution has been suspended. All newspapers (exceptfor the 
armed forces paper) are temporarily closed down. 

Al-Bashir was born in 1946 in the town of Shendi (near Atbara). He 
graduated from the Sudanese Armed Forces Military Academy in 196 7, and 
has a master's degree in military science from a staff college in Malaysia. He 
served for two years (1981-1982) as commanding officer of the 142nd 
Airmobile Battalion, and in 1987-1989 as commander of the 18th Brigade, 
in charge of petroleum protection services at the southern town of Bentiu. 
He is married with (as of 1985) three children. A Western official who knew 
him when he was stationed in the south was quoted in The New York 
Times (July 14) as characterizing the new head of state as "very 
professional, very honest, a nondrinker. " 

The officers in the Revolutionary Command Council are from the younger 
elements of the Sudanese officer corps. Most have received military training 
abroad, predominantly in the West or the Third World (often Egypt). Two 
members, including the vice chairman, received some training in the Soviet 
Union and one in Yugoslavia. The membership of the RCC spans the 
country's various regions. Each of the three southern regions is represented 
by a council member. 

In an interview with the Arabic-language London publication a/-Majallah 
(July 12-18 issue), al-Bashir discussed the timing and organization of the 
coup: "We began our movement more than two years before the end of 
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[Jafar al-Numeri's] regime, that is, in 1983 ... We were a 
group from the beginning. If one of us nominated 
someone to join us, we would discuss that possibility ... If 
we unanimously approved of that person, then we would 
draw up a plan to incorporate him and would implement 
the plan in stages . . . There are moments when [those of 
us who have been exposed to risk and death in the 
military] feel that [an] operation will succeed ... Luckily, I 
was summoned from the south to Khartoum to be sent to 
attend a term at the al-Nasir Academy in Egypt that was 
due to begin officially on Saturday, 1 July. I arrived in 
Khartoum Monday and had just a few days to complete 
travel arrangements. I spent all my time during the day at 
the General Command. The last thing I did on Thursday 
was obtain an exit permit from the military intelligence. 
That was the last travel arrangement. Others clearly had 
the impression that I was very upset because there was 
little time and I wanted to go to Egypt. So, nobody in the 
security department , the General Command, or the 
intelligence department suspected anything. Now I thank 
God for that chance of a term in Egypt because it gave 
me a cover against any suspicion." 

Ideology 
In a July 2 interview with Sudan's state-controlled 
Omdurman radio, al-Bashir described the RCC members 
as "a group of national officers; we do not belong to any 
party; we have no racial loyalties; we have no regional 
loyalties . . . we have no sectarian links ... " Stressing 
that his movement had "no relationship" with Numeri, al
Bashir described Numeri 's comparatively rapid move (two 
years) from rule by junta to "the republican system" as a 
mistake. Al-Bashir does not see the RCC's role as one of 
transferring authority to political parties. Rather, "[o]ur 
operation is to end the parties, the partisanship, and 
sectarianism in Sudan . . . We want to build a new united 
Sudanese nation [and] we will stay in power until we 
complete our program." 

Conceding the strength of Sudan's trade union 
tradition, al-Bashir said that "naturally one cannot ban the 
trade unions or trade unionist activities," and the new 
regime would draft new laws permitting such groups to 
function once again. There will "be an independent 
press. . .a free press," and a new press law will allow 
"people to submit their requests to obtain licenses to 
publish newspapers." He expressed hope that these steps 
might be completed within "one or two months at the 
most." In a July 4 television interview, al-Bashir described 
"popular participation" as "fundamental and important," 
and said that "we are for the people's local rule.'' 

In an interview published in the July 16 issue of The 
Observer (London), al-Bashir said that he did not rule out 
the idea of a civilian prime minister at some future time, 
and speculated about the possibility of creating a new 
political system based on elected regional and national 
councils. "A final system is not clear," he said, "but we 
are trying to formulate laws that will allow the functioning 
of democracy suitable for a Third World country." 

The Economy 
The new government has inherited an economic situation 
that has worsened steadily in recent years. Inflation is 
running at 80 percent; the external debt is some $13 
billion, with annual interest (unpaid since the mid-1980s) 
that would amount to 110 percent of the country's 
annual export earnings. The Times (London) reported 
on July 13 that a "nationwide shortage of spare parts. . . 
means that ports and railways run at less than 20 per 
cent capacity [and economists] say that some factories run 
at only 5 per cent capacity for a similar reason." War 
and famine caused 250,000 deaths in 1988 alone. 

The junta's first economic priority, al-Bashir said in the 
previously cited July 2 interview on Omdurman radio, is 
to combat corruption. He also called for increased 
productivity, a focus on strengthening infrastructure, and 
reform of the civil service. Committees of experts have 
been formed to assess Sudan's present and prospective 
economic situation, and civilian technocrats with 
economic expertise (some from the Numeri regime) are 
reportedly being sought out for some cabinet and 
subcabinet positions. 

The Cairo daily a/-Ahram reported that al-Bashir met 
with a delegation of Sudanese businessmen and said that 
the private sector would be given an opportunity to 
participate in most activities important to the country's 
economic development, except for certain large projects 
(including some relating to infrastructure) for which the 
government would assume responsibility. 

Concrete actions thus far have included imposition of 
price controls, a crackdown on hoarding, and a new 
requirement that citizens must deposit all foreign currency 
holdings in banks. The first two steps have resulted in 
growing public concern about shortages of gasoline and 
staple foods in Khartoum. 
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Uncertainty over the country's economic future may 
help explain the public 's cautious response thus far to the 
new regime. A July 11 public rally in Khartoum 
reportedly drew only about 5,000 participants. As a 
Sudanese journalist (now unemployed because of the 
junta's temporary suspension of newspapers) told The 
Times (July 20): "The question that the Sudanese 
people are facing is a brutal one ... We have to decide 
whether losing freedom of speech is worth the 
achievement of bread and peace which the new military 
Government has promised are its two priorities. What 
none of us yet [knows] is whether we will get the better 
material like we have been promised in exchange for 
losing our democracy." 

The South 
To date, Sudan's new rulers have signaled their peaceful 
intentions regarding the south, while avoiding a 
premature commitment to any specific policy. On July 4 
the RCC declared a one-month truce, appealed to all 
armed antigovernment fighters to lay down their 
weapons, and offered a general amnesty to "everyone 
who took up arms for political reasons against the 
government of Sudan" between May 1983 and "the 
release of this declaration. " 

The matter of Sharia (Islamic law), imposed 
nationwide by Numeri in 1983 (see "Sudan's Military 
History in Brief", page 5), is probably the most serious 
immediate obstacle to ending the civil war. Al-Bashir has 
talked of submitting the issue to a referendum, but the 
SPLA might well be wary of such a procedure given the 
fact that 70 percent of Sudan's population is Muslim. In 
the course of the previously cited Observer interview, al
Bashir said: "I am a Muslim, but I believe that every 
human being has certain requirements and no one should 
be forced to do anything against their religion. I will not 
enforce Islam or Islamic punishments against 
nonbelievers. " A possible stumbling block in dealing with 
the Sharia issue is the fact that at least nine members of 
the new civilian cabinet, including the attorney general, 
seem to be sympathetic to the fundamentalist National 
Islamic Front (NIF) party; several are mem(?ers. 

The RCC has scrapped a tentative November 1988 
agreement worked out between the SPLA and one of the 
political parties in the ousted civilian regime's governing 
coalition (an agreement that subsequently became 
bogged down by political indecisiveness in Khartoum), 
and has expressed a desire to "work for peace in 
accordance with a specific policy beyond previous 
initiatives which were based on narrow party positions." 
According to a July 13 report on Cairo radio, an RCC 
spokesman denied earlier reports that al-Bashir had 
proposed southern secession as one option for solving 
the conflict. 

A potentially significant breakthrough occurred on July 
11, when President Mengistu Haile Mariam of Ethiopia 
reportedly responded positively to a request from al
Bashir (conveyed in a message delivered by a Sudanese 
delegation visiting Addis Ababa) that Mengistu mediate 
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between the new government and the SPLA. According 
to some reports, the delegation also carried a letter for 
the SPLA's commander in chief, Colonel John Garang, 
and had hoped to meet with him; no such meeting 
occurred. According to a July 14 article in the Saudi 
newspaper al-Yawm, an RCC spokesman said that the 
delegation "did not give [a letter] to Garang," but there 
"are contacts" between the government and the rebels 
"to work out guidelines for negotiations and 
consultations," including visits "in their positions in the 
south, particularly in Juba and Malakal." 

Meanwhile, the SPLA was biding its time. According 
to a July 19 statement by Garang in the Kuwaiti daily al
Qabas, a meeting with al-Bashir "cannot take place 
before the real goals of the young officers in the north 
have been clarified, nor before prior talks between 
delegations from both parties." The SPLA wants "to 
know (1) the future of previous accords, (2) the real ability 
of the new government to respect a further agreement, 
(3) the plans of the new team in power and its attitude 
toward the problem of south Sudan, (4) the way in which 
these young men will behave regarding the serious 
problems facing Sudan, and (5) the attitude of the junta 
to coalitions in the Arab world." (The final item in this 
list appears to be a reference to a long-standing SPLA 
demand that the Khartoum government cancel any 
military agreements in force with Egypt and Libya.) 

In an address to the Organization of African Unity 
summit in Addis Ababa on July 25, al-Bashir (dressed in 
a business suit) announced a one-month extension of the 
RCC's unilateral cease-fire and again called for peace 
negotiations. In a July 27 press conference in 
Khartoum, he reportedly announced that talks between 
the SPLA and a mixed RCC-civilian delegation would 
begin in Addis Ababa in the first week of August. He 
indicated that Egypt's President Hosni Mubarak (elected 
as the OAU's 1989-1990 chairman at the summit) 
had played a key role as a mediator. On the same 
day, the OAU-affiliated Pan-African News Agency 
reported that Garang had "urged" Mali's President 
Moussa Traore, the outgoing chairman, "to help 
reestablish" a rebel-government dialogue, and that "he 
would like to have [Traore's] advice and suggestions." 

Foreign Policy 
According to an RCC statement broadcast by Omdurman 
radio on July 2, the junta "has resolved to . . .. reaffirm 
the principle of the policy of nonalignment and open and 
develop relations with all states in the East and West in 
favor of Sudan and its security and development." Al
Bashir has expressed adherence to "pan-Arabism" as 
well as to "the principles of the UN charter" and to the 
OAU charter. In the latter connection, he has described 
Sudan as "part of the Arab and African worlds" and has 
said that "we stand for Arab and African unity. " The 
.July 2 RCC statement asserted that "Sudan, with its 
geographical position in Africa, its cultural composition 
which is of a mixed nature and brings together African, 
Arab, and Islamic roots, does not feel any impediment 
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Arab, and Islamic roots, does not feel any impediment 
nor suffer fragmentation while assuming its role in all 
these arenas, but its role will, God willing, be a model for 
conscious ,maturity between all the roots and affiliations 
which we are proud of." 

Egypt. Egypt recognized the new government the 
day after the coup, and promptly sent 20,000 tons of oil 
and two planeloads of medical supplies to Khartoum. 
According to a July 11 report in an opposition 
publication in Cairo (al-Shab), an RCC delegation that 
visited the country in early July negotiated the outlines of 
a security agreement under which Egypt would cooperate 
to defend the new regime against domestic or foreign 
threats and would supply military hardware, including 
electronic equipment and light weapons, to meet the 
needs of the Sudanese military. In addition, a/-Shab 

· predicted, "Egypt will. . . exert efforts with European and 
other states to conclude economic agreements with 
Sudan to help it settle its current crisis," and would ask 
the IMF to talk with Khartoum about rescheduling debts 
and granting new loans. An IMF meeting on Sudan's 
debt crisis was held in Washington on July 26. 

The Soviet Union. In a July 16 interview with the 
Kuwaiti newspaper a/-Siyasah , al-Bashir said: "We 
contacted the Soviet charge d'affaires [in Khartoum] and 
asked that relations be restored to the 1970 level [i.e., 
what they had been before the 1971 Communist coup 
attempt against Numeri] and that all Soviet projects be 
refurbished and new ones be set up. " When asked 
whether he meant industrial or armaments projects, he 
responded : "All. There are huge factories in Sudan built 
by the Soviet Union, and we want to refurbish them. At 
the same time , we have Soviet weapons and hardware 
that need maintenance and rehabilitation. We aspire for 
more military cooperation in the field of armaments, 
equipment, and so forth. " 

The United States. Al-Bashir met with U.S. 
Ambassador G. Norman Anderson on July 2 to explain 
the circumstances that, in his opinion, made the coup 

necessary. According to Omdurman radio, he 
emphasized that the junta would be "just in its dealings" 
with suspected wrongdoers of the previous regime, and 
that it would "turn a new leaf for dialogue" in an effort to 
end the southern war. 

Some $190 million of U.S. economic support is at risk 
pending a presidential decision on the relevance to the 
Sudan situation of Section 513 of the Foreign Assistance 
Appropriations Act, an amendment first introduced by 
Congress in 1986. This section mandates a cutoff of 
assistance when any "duly elected Head of Government is 
deposed by military coup or decree," except in cases 
where the president finds cause to waive the ruling. 
Humanitarian aid (of which the United States has 
contributed some $100 million as part of an international 
famine-relief effort) is not affected. Economic aid was 
already under review before the coup because Sudan has 
fallen sufficiently behind in repaying its debts to the 
United States to trigger the application of a 1966 
congressional add-on (the Brooke Amendment) to the 
Foreign Assistance Act, which mandates a phaseout of 
aid under such circumstances. Indications are that 
President Bush will take no action on the aid cutoff issue 
until Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs 
Herman Cohen reports back from an August visit to 
several countries on the Horn, including Sudan. 

Nabil S. Mikhail emigrated to the United States from 
Egypt in 1986. His educational background includes a 
bachelor's degree in political science from the American 
University in Cairo and a master's degree in international 
affairs from American University in Washington, D.C. as 
well as graduate study in political science at 
Georgetown University. He has worked on various 
projects at the Smithsonian Institution's Woodrow 
Wilson Center and in three sections of CSIS-the 
Middle East Studies Program, the Western Alliance 
Project, and the Arleigh E. Burke Chair in Strategy. 
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Sudan's Political History in Brief 
1820-1821. Muhammad Ali , an Albanian officer 

of the Ottoman Empire designated as pasha of Egypt, 
dispatches a military force to occupy Sudan and takes 
control of the Nile valley. 

January 1885. A jihad (holy war) led by 
Muhammad Ahmad Abdullah al-Mahdi , leader of the 
Ansar group of Sudanese Islam, climaxes in the fall of 
Khartoum, ushering in 13 years of Sudanese self-rule. 

September 2, 1898. After a three-year campaign, 
Sudan is "reconquered" by combined British and 
Egyptian forces. 

1899. An Anglo-Egyptian agreement establishes a 
nominally "condominium" administration in Sudan. 

1921. Ali Abd al-Latif, a Muslim Dinka, founds the 
United Tribes Society, the first modern Sudanese 
nationalist movement. 

1953-1954. Sudan's first general elections are held. 
The National Unionist Party, affiliated with the 
Khatmiyya order of Sudanese Islam, wins a majority of 
seats in the parliament on a platform of unity with Egypt. 
Ismail al-Azhari becomes prime minister in January 
1954. 

August 1955. As the transition to national 
independence (and the end of the protective British 
presence) proceeds, a 1 0-day mutiny by troops of the 
Southern Equatoria Corps in the southern town of Juba 
marks the beginning of 17 years of varyingly intense 
warfare between southern rebels and the central 
government, an outgrowth of the long-term ethnic 
tensions between the country's Muslim Arab north and its 
Christian/animist African south. 

January 1, 1956. Sudan becomes an independent 
state. 

July 4, 1956. Prime Minister al-Azhari steps down 
on a parliamentary vote of no confidence. On the 
following day, the Umma Party 's Abdullah Khalil 
becomes prime minister of a shaky coalition government. 

1958. The first general elections since independence 
return to power the coalition government headed by 
Khalil as prime minister. As antigovernment 
demonstrations spread and rumors of impending 
Egyptian-supported coups increase, Khalil (who is also 
defense minister) reportedly negotiates with senior army 
officers on a military takeover. 

November 17, 1958. The military takes control in 
a preemptive coup. General Ibrahim Abboud becomes 
head of a Supreme Council of the Armed Forces. 

1964. While in office, General Abboud survives 
several attempted countercoups by dissident army 
factions , settles a long-standing dispute with Egypt over 
the waters of the Nile, and achieves a remarkable 
recovery from the economic crisis his regime inherited. 
In October 1964, facing rising public resentment that 
culminates in a general strike, Abboud dissolves the 
Supreme Council and negotiates with representatives of a 

civilian United National Front on ending military rule. 
Sirr al-Khatim al-Khalifa is selected to be prime minister 
in an interim government. After further unrest, Abboud 
resigns as head 9f state on November 15, thus 
completing the transition to civilian rule . 

June 1965. Following elections, a coalition 
government is formed with the Umma Party 's 
Muhammad Ahmad Mahgoub as prime minister. 

July 1966. Following Mahgoub's defeat on a 
parliamentary motion for censure, the Umma Party's 
Sadiq al-Mahdi, a great-grandson of the founder of the 
Ansar, becomes prime minister of a coalition 
government at the age of 30. 

May 196 7. Mahgoub is once again elected prime 
minister after Sadiq al-Mahdi loses a vote of confidence 
in the Constituent Assembly. 

May 1968. Following general elections in April , 
Mahgoub heads a new coalition government. 

May 25, 1969. A group of nine young army 
officers calling themselves the Free Officers Movement 
seize power in a bloodless coup. Colonel Jafar al-Numeri 
emerges as chairman of the new Revolutionary 
Command Council. The regime is initially left-leaning, 
proclaiming itself as a "democratic republic" dedicated to 
advancing "Sudanese socialism." The Sudanese 
Communist Party (though officially dissolved) becomes a 
de facto ally. 

July 1971. Communist elements, led by Major 
Hashim al-Ata, attempt a military coup, which is 
thwarted after three days by a popular uprising. The 
British commercial airliner on which the designated new 
head of state (Lieutenant Colonel Babiker an-Nur) is 
traveling to Khartoum from London is intercepted by 
Libyan military aircraft and forced to land at Tripoli. An
Nur and his aide are subsequently turned over to the 
restored Numeri regime. These events are followed by a 
crackdown on Communists, a sharp chilling of relations 
with the Soviet Union, and a gradual opening to the 
West. 

October 1971. Numeri wins all but 56,000 of 
nearly 4 million votes in the country's first presidential 
elections. His Sudanese Socialist Union (SSU) becomes 
the sole legal political party. 

March 27, 1972. Accords officially ending the civil 
war are signed in Addis Ababa by officials of the 
Sudanese government and leaders of the Southern 
Sudan Liberation Front. A Southern Region comprising 
Equatoria, Bahr al-Ghazal, and Upper Nile provinces is 
promised autonomy and a 12,000-man southern 
command of the _Sudanese army with equal numbers of 
northern and southern officers is to be created. 

1983. A series of insensitive decisions by Numeri 
creates new tensions in the south. In May, the Southern 
Region is subdivided into three smaller zones, a move 
perceived by the Dinka, the dominant ethnic group of 
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the region , as a northern-Arab attempt to dilute the 
regional autonomy pledged in the 1972 settlement. 
Southerners are already suspicious of the ongoing 
construction of the Jonglei Canal project, which they 
fear may be ecologically harmful to the region, and 
resentful of a decision that potentially important oil 
resources overlapping northern and southern Sudan 
would be pipelined to Port Sudan rather than refined 
locally. Most serious of all in southern eyes is Numeri's 
imposition in September of Sharia (Islamic) law as the 
law of all Sudan. The Sudanese People 's Liberation 
Movement (SPLM) and its military arm, the Sudanese 
People's Liberation Army (SPLA) begin a new armed 
rebellion under the leadership of Colonel John Garang, 
an American-educated Ph.D. and former infantry officer 
in the Sudanese army. 

April 6, 1985. Demonstrations and strikes 
reflecting popular dissatisfaction over rising food prices 

in particular and the government in general culminate 
in Numeri's overthrow in a military coup led by 
Lieutenant General Swar ad-Dahab. The SSU is 
dissolved, and a 12-month transitional period to 
civilian rule begins. Numeri takes refuge in Egypt. 

April 26, 1986. Following elections held over a 
12-day period , the new National Assembly is 
convened. After several weeks of coalition-building 
negotiations, a government is formed with Sadiq al
Mahdi as prime minister. 

June 1989. A three-year sequence of weak 
coalition governments presided over by Sadiq al
Mahdi, the unresolved civil war in the south, and a 
continued downward slide in the economy set the 
scene for Sudan's fourth resort to military rule . 

-J. Coleman Kitchen 
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