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1.  Introduction

Since independence, the Republic of the Sudan has undergone important demographic, 
socioeconomic, and political changes. Sudanese are more numerous, more literate, 
and more urban than at any time in their history, and new economic patterns of industry, 
trade, and commerce have emerged. These demographic and economic shifts, com-
bined with the secession of South Sudan, regional political shifts brought on by political 
transitions in the Middle East and North Africa, and ongoing conflict in the south and 
west of the country, have changed the nature of politics in the Sudan.

As a result of these changes, as well as of the failure of previous attempts to accom-
modate political interests, there is an urgent need to put in place arrangements and 
processes that can achieve conciliation and accommodate the country’s diverse po-
litical interests and perspectives. The construct of political accommodation provides 
methodology that can help achieve such arrangements and processes. This Briefing 
Paper presents this methodology, as well as preliminary options to assist the people 
of the Sudan and their representatives in exploring, seeking consensus around, and 
implementing governance arrangements that can effectively reconcile people’s political 
interests and perspectives. 

The primary audience for this Briefing Paper is persons engaged or interested in efforts 
to achieve conciliation of competing interests in the Sudan, including representatives of 
the Government of the Sudan at all levels and in all branches; political party represen-
tatives; opposition movements; civil society constituencies, including academics and 
representatives of civil society organizations, professional associations and unions, and 
women’s and youth groups; international and regional supporting organizations and 
States; and other concerned groups and individuals.

2.  Structured approach to political accommodation

The term political accommodation encompasses the objectives, arrangements, process-
es, or outcomes of mutual conciliation around people’s competing political interests 
and perspectives. The essence of political accommodation is achieving conciliation of 
interests in situations where there is absence of comprehensive consensus but not a 
complete lack of consensus. By looking at different aspects of governance, and the 
political dialogue processes by which they can be agreed and implemented, political ac-
commodation allows for a comprehensive approach that offers significant benefits over 
other approaches that have a more singular or disjointed focus.

A typology of six Strands for political accommodation – which can be thought of as av-
enues by which to accommodate political interests – can serve as a framework for ex-
ploring options for political accommodation in the Sudan. These Strands can be used to 
assess and develop options at both the national and subnational levels. The six Strands 
are shown in Figure 1: 
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The process for developing and implementing options for political accommodation con-
sists of seven steps. These steps effectively translate political interests into options that 
can accommodate those interests. Conflict Dynamics used these steps in the process 
of developing the options presented in this Briefing Paper, and they can also be used to 
develop additional options. The seven steps are shown in Figure 2:

Figure 1 – Framework for political accommodation

Figure 2 – Methodology for political accommodation
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3. Options for political accommodation

Through this methodology, six categories of options for political accommodation have 
been developed: 

Option Category A: Unitary State with Devolution
Option Category B: State-Based Federal System
Option Category C: Regional Federal System
Option Category D: Hybrid Federal System
Option Category E: Free Association 
Option Category F: National Consensus Model

 ■ Option Category A: Unitary State with Devolution

Overview: The option catego-
ry Unitary State with Devolu-
tion represents a range of op-
tions in which decentralization is 
achieved through devolution of 
authority from the national level 
to subnational territorial entities. 
The main difference between de-
volution and other forms of de-
centralization is that in a devolved 
system, responsibilities accorded 
to subnational units can be re-
trieved at the national level. 

One option within this catego-
ry presented here is organized 
around regions rather than states 
(as constituent units). It includes 
three levels of government with 
highly decentralized revenue-raising responsibilities. The national executive consists 
of a president and two vice presidents; the president is elected through a run-off sys-
tem with a double qualification requirement. The national legislature is unicameral, with 
members elected through a mixed majoritarian-proportional system.

Assessment: One of the main strengths of this model lies in its ability to flexibly ad-
dress a diversity of interests and perspectives while maintaining some of the potential 
benefits of a centralized system, such as decisive legislative and executive offices and 
potentially lower costs of government. The asymmetric nature of the model proposed 
also recognizes that different types of interests may need to be accommodated within 
and between different constituent units  and may therefore require different governance 

Figure 3 – Option Category A: Unitary State with Devolution
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arrangements. The primary disadvantage of this option is that the national government 
has the power to withdraw responsibilities devolved to different levels of government, 
which could act as a disincentive for political actors to engage with the system.

 ■ Option Category B: State-Based Federal System

Overview: The option category 
State-Based Federal System is 
a model of governance in which 
the constituent units are states. 
Although this is the system of 
governance that has existed 
in the Sudan since the signing 
of the Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement (CPA) in 2005, this 
option contains subtle but im-
portant differences from existing 
governance arrangements. The 
model outlined here is struc-
tured with three levels of govern-
ment: national, state, and local. 
Government responsibilities are 
highly decentralized, and the 
national government allocates a 
significant proportion of revenue 

to states. The national executive consists of a president elected through a run-off sys-
tem. The national legislature is bicameral; the lower house is directly elected through 
a system of proportional representation, and two members are directly elected to the 
upper house from each state.

Assessment: Rather than proposing a radical change to governance, this model builds 
upon existing arrangements. An evolutionary approach to political accommodation rec-
ognizes the strengths of the current system if, as with any governance arrangements, 
appropriately implemented and is a potentially easier and less costly approach to ad-
dressing issues of governance. One weakness is that this option may not represent 
enough change to address the perceived and actual lack of political accommodation 
under existing arrangements. For example, the model does not effectively take into ac-
count regional identities and interests.

 ■ Option Category C: Regional Federal System

Overview: The option category Regional Federal System includes a range of variants 
of federal systems – both symmetric and asymmetric – in which the primary constituent 
units are regions rather than states. The variants within this option all include national, 
regional, and local levels of governance arrangements. Variants within this category 
include a national executive that consists either of a directly-elected president or an Ex-

Figure 4 – Option Category B: State-Based Federal System
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ecutive Federal Council elected 
by the upper house of the legisla-
ture to include one representative 
from each region. The national 
legislature is bicameral, with the 
lower house directly elected and 
the upper house indirectly elect-
ed by regional legislatures.

Assessment: The benefits of the 
regional federalism model are 
that it builds upon the Sudan’s 
historical political structure and 
more directly takes into account 
regional political interests and 
perspectives, giving greater eq-
uity of political representation 
and decision-making influence 
to communities that exist across 
current state lines. The disad-
vantages of the model lie in the increased cost and complexity of governance structures 
and the increase in the number of layers between citizens and the national government.

 ■ Option Category D: Hybrid Federal System

Overview: The option category 
Hybrid Federal System is one 
made up of both states and re-
gions. The combination of states 
and regions allows for asymme-
try in the structure and responsi-
bilities of subnational units, with 
regions having more responsi-
bilities than states. In the system 
proposed here, “opt-in” arrange-
ments allow states to come to-
gether to form regions. The na-
tional executive consists of both 
a president and a prime minister; 
the president is elected through a 
two-round system with a double 
qualification requirement, while 
the prime minister is elected by 
the legislature. The national leg-
islature is tricameral, consisting of a lower house, upper house, and House of Elders for 
traditional and customary leaders.

Figure 5 – Option Category C: Regional Federal System

Figure 6 – Option Category D: Hybrid Federal System
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Assessment: The asymmetry of the model takes into account the asymmetry of political 
interests and perspectives by recognizing that different interests may require different 
arrangements. Clear and structured arrangements for traditional and customary leaders 
take into account de facto governance systems in some parts of the country. The main 
disadvantage of this model is its complexity and potential cost, as well as the challenges 
of ensuring that traditional and customary leaders are genuinely representative of their 
constituencies. The asymmetry of the arrangements proposed also could make states 
feel disadvantaged by a model that encourages a regional basis for representation.

 ■ Option Category E: Free Association

Overview: The option category Free Association is built around the concept of units 
having the ability to associate – through their own free and voluntary choice – with an 
independent State. This is not necessarily a stand-alone option but one that could be 
integrated into other option categories. The free association model provides for consid-
erable variation in the relationship between the principal State and associated entity. In 
the model described in this briefing, arrangements include a locally-elected legislative 
authority, locally selected chief executive, and independent local judiciary. Defense and 
foreign policy remain in the hands of the principal State.

Assessment: The benefits of the free association model lie in its high degree of flexibil-
ity, its ability to adapt to a range of needs, and the high levels of devolution of represen-
tation and responsibilities. Its weakness is in its potential to undermine the authority and 
power of the principal State’s national government.

 ■ Option Category F: National Consensus Model

Overview: The option category 
National Consensus Model re-
flects a model of governance that 
moves away from a predominant-
ly territorial-based approach to 
structuring governance arrange-
ments. Arrangements for politi-
cal accommodation in this option 
category are intended to instill 
a sense of Sudanese national 
identity and to foster a national 
coming together of elements of 
Sudanese society across territo-
rial, ethnic, and tribal cleavages. 
In this model, there are two lev-
els of government: national and 
local. Most responsibilities lie at 
the national level, which provides 
substantial support to local gov-
ernments.

Figure 7 – Option Category F: National Consensus Model
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The electoral system is based upon a combined majoritarian and proportional represen-
tation system, with half of the members of the legislature elected through single seat 
constituencies and half through open party lists at the national level. The executive is 
formed by seven representatives drawn from the five parties that receive the greatest 
number of combined votes. The president is elected by a majority of five of seven votes 
from the Executive Council. The legislature can be either unicameral or bicameral.

Assessment: The key advantage of this option is its potential for overcoming territori-
alism by eliminating governance arrangements that are structured around regions or 
states and instead focusing on accommodating communities of interest separately from 
their geographical presence. The simplicity of this governance structure may help to 
reduce the cost and complexity of governance and reduce the layers of bureaucracy 
between citizens and the national government. 

The primary disadvantage of the model is also its structural simplicity, as reducing the 
layers of governance may also reduce the government’s capacity to deliver services to 
citizens.

4.  Conclusion

While each of the option categories outlined in this briefing paper has strengths and 
weaknesses, all six have been developed to address key political interests and perspec-
tives in the Sudan. The options for governance, together with the methodology and ty-
pology, are designed to support Sudanese in their search for governance arrangements 
that achieve political accommodation and mutual conciliation. 
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Table 1 – Comparison of Option Categories

A. Unitary State with 
Devolution

B. State-Based Fed-
eral System

C. Regional  
Federal System

D. Hybrid  
Federal System

E. Free  
Association

F. National  
Consensus Model

Political Structure 
and Decentralization

Unitary State  
structure

Federal State  
structure

Federal State  
structure

Federal State  
structure

Principal State and 
associated state

Non-territorial-based 
consociation

3 levels: national, 
regional, local

3 levels: national, 
state, local

3 levels: national, 
regional, local

4 levels: national, 
regional, state, local

Associated state 
has a high degree of 
autonomy

2  levels: national, 
local

Electoral System National executive: 
two-round system 
with double  
qualification 

National executive: 
two-round system 

National executive: 
indirectly elected by 
Council of  
Regions

National executive: 
two-round system 
with double qualifica-
tion 

Associated state 
executive is locally 
elected

National executive: 
selected by five  
parties with most 
votes

National legislature: 
first-past-the-post 
(FPTP)

National legislature: 
Proportional repre-
sentation (PR) for 
National Assembly; 
two reps from each 
state for Council of 
States

National legislature: 
PR for National As-
sembly; two reps 
from each region for 
Council of Regions

National legislature: 
FPTP for lower house; 
PR for upper house; 
appointment by 
governors for House 
of Elders

Associated state 
legislature is locally 
elected

National legislature: 
mixed PR-FPTP for 
National Assembly; 
Council on Traditional 
Administration ap-
pointed

Executive President, two vice 
presidents, and coun-
cil of ministers

President, vice presi-
dent, and council of 
ministers

President, vice presi-
dent, and council of 
ministers OR Execu-
tive Federal Council 
with one member from 
each region

President and advi-
sory council; prime 
minister and council 
of ministers

Associated state has 
largely autonomous 
chief executive

Seven-member 
National Executive 
Council

Legislative Branch Unicameral national 
legislature

Bicameral national 
legislature: National 
Assembly and Council 
of States

Bicameral national 
legislature: National 
Assembly and Council 
of Regions

Tricameral  
national legislature: 
lower house, up-
per house, House of 
Elders

Associated state has 
largely autonomous 
legislature

Unicameral OR 
Bicameral: National 
Assembly and Council 
on Traditional Admin-
istration

Public  
Participation

Mandatory referen-
dums

President and national 
legislature can initiate 
referendums

President and national 
legislature can initiate 
referendums

Forums for public 
participation required 
at the regional and 
state levels

Public participation 
mechanisms de-
termined at level of 
associated state

Popular  
consultation on legis-
lation

Traditional and  
Customary  
Arrangements

None Councils of elders 
at the national and 
state levels oversee 
traditional courts

Councils of elders 
at the national and 
state levels oversee 
traditional courts

Councils of elders 
at the national and 
state levels oversee 
traditional courts

Traditional and cus-
tomary arrangements 
determined at level of 
associated state

None OR traditional 
leaders represented in 
Council on Traditional 
Administration
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development. The organization works to develop innovative technical options for 
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