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· Darfur, the westernmost province of Sudan, had seen escalating low-level violence for several decades.  The region was a staging area for Sudanese-backed rebels fighting the government of Chad.  As part of president Ghaddafi’s expansionist plans, Libya supported armed groups in inter-ethnic rivalries in the 1980s and used the region as a staging ground for supporting opposition to the Khartoum regime of General Nimeiri.  Ethnic militias grew in strength and organization during the 1990s.  The SPLA, the rebel group of Southern Sudan, attempted, but failed, to open a Darfur front in 1991.

· Over the course of the 20th century, colonial and independence governments in Khartoum (the capital of Sudan) devoted few resources to developing the human potential of Darfur.  There were limited investments in infrastructure, schooling, and economic activity.  Most residents live by raising livestock and low-productivity agriculture.  Recurrent drought has exacerbated tensions over access to water and fertile land. 
· Darfur is an ethnic mosaic.  There is crossing of ethnic boundaries, multiple ethnic identities for the same person and group, and changing alliances among leaders of ethnic groups and their followers.  Leaders of ethnic groups are both militia leaders and traditional chiefs (who often inherit their positions).  Virtually all of the people involved in the crisis in Darfur are Muslim.

· Substantial organized military activity and resulting humanitarian catastrophe in Darfur began in early 2003.  In April 2003 rebels launched coordinated attacks against military targets in the regional capital of El Fasher.  Two rebel groups, the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) and the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM) issued public statements that their rebellion was political, against the government in Khartoum.
· The Sudanese government responded using counterinsurgency tactics that it had used in the civil war in the south.  Indiscriminate aerial bombing became common.  The government organized and coordinated attacks by an irregular militia that came to be known as the janjaweed.  The Sudanese Armed Forces (the government army of the Sudan) and the janjaweed deliberately targeted civilian populations during intense military activity in 2003 and early 2004.  Displaced persons have told consistent stories of dawn raids with indiscriminate attacks on civilians, rapes, and burning of villages.  Aerial and satellite imagery confirmed extensive destruction and abandonment of villages.  Rebel groups have also committed human rights violations.
· The janjaweed are drawn from many different ethnic groups, leadership and core fighters come from groups that identify themselves as Arab, and many members are likely to be quasi-mercenaries from affiliated ethnic groups in neighboring Chad.  
· Arab ethnicity in Darfur, as in Sudan generally, is a social construction.  Individuals and ethnic leaders claiming to be Arab, or applying the Arab label to others, often have different, complex, and ill-defined stereotypes in mind.  The broad catch-all phrase for people and groups that are considered to be non-Arab is zunji or zurga, both translatable as “black.”  These are third-person ethnic labels- used to describe others, but not oneself or an interlocutor.
· The warring parties in Darfur have failed to reach a peace agreement after seven rounds of peace talks held in Abuja, Nigeria under the auspices of the African Union.   The displaced civilian population faces continued military and paramilitary violence from the janjaweed and Sudanese Armed Forces.  The Sudanese Armed Forces have not restored security for civilians in the region.  Mortality rates are not known with any precision.
· The African Union, with endorsement and support of the united Nations Security Council, authorized and supported a peace monitoring mission that now numbers approximately 7,000 soldiers from African Union member countries. 
· The U.N. Security Council established a commission of inquiry and referred the commission’s findings in March 2005 to the International Criminal Court (ICC).  The ICC has stated that sufficient evidence exists to indict named individuals in both the Sudanese government and in the rebel movements.  The ICC reports are clear, however, that the bulk of the responsibility for war crimes and crimes against humanity lies with the Sudanese government.
