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INTRODUCTION 

Foster carers are one of the most important people in the life of unaccompanied migrant 
children – children who have had to leave their homes and embark on perilous journeys, 
and that have no adult who is able to take responsibility for them. 

If your child has grown up in Sudan or spent a significant amount of their life in that  
country, this factsheet will help you prepare to welcome and care for them. The factsheet 
is designed to give you a basic introduction to Sudan with the idea that you will build your 
knowledge further through research and interactions with the child you are looking after.

WHY DO CHILDREN LEAVE SUDAN? 

Unaccompanied migrant children and young people from Sudan may have left their 
country for several different reasons, which are complex and likely unique to each child. 
It is important to not make assumptions on why a child has left, but instead engage in 
dialogue (if appropriate, and not upsetting to the child) to understand the child’s perspective. 
Be mindful that the child may already have had to re-tell their story to several people 
before you, and they may not wish to do so again. 

Sudan experienced many years of civil war between North and South regions. The 
country has also suffered drought, high inflation and other serious economic problems. 

Until recently Sudan was under the government of a repressive regime accused of crimes 
against humanity, war crimes and genocide. In December 2018 people across the country 
peacefully protested the regime, resulting in President Omar Al-Bashir’s deposition in 
April 2019. 

Many people lost family members during the civil war. Some lost their homes. Some 
children have run away or been sent away by their families, to protect them from being 
arrested by the regime and tortured, or to prevent them from being forced to join an 
armed group. Many people were killed or injured by governmental forces during the 
recent protests.

ABOUT SUDAN 

Sudan is a country in Northeast Africa. Sudan is bordered by Egypt, 
the Red Sea, Eritrea, Ethiopia, South Sudan, the Central African 
Republic, Chad and Libya. The capital is Khartoum and its population 
is estimated at 43 million. Sudan was the largest country in Africa 
before 25% of its population voted to become a separate country – 
South Sudan – in 2011.  

Its culture melds together the practices and beliefs of nearly 600 different ethnic groups, 
communicating in 145 languages. 

Sudan has an incredible history and is home to many beautiful national parks and historic 
sites. The presence of pharaohs in this area goes back to 3300 BC, even before their 
presence was recorded in Egypt. The north and central regions of Sudan have dry  
deserts, while the south is wetter and greener, with rainforests and swamps. Sudan has 
only two seasons:  dry and rainy season. High temperatures can reach 48°C, while low 
temperatures go no lower than 15°C.

LANGUAGE  

Sudan is home to 145 different languages including many Nubian languages, the Bedawi 
language of the Bega, the Dinka language, the Fur languages of Darfur in Western Sudan 
and the Kordofanian languages spoken in the South. 

To manage language barriers, most Sudanese people have become multilingual, speaking 
Arabic as their main language and some speaking English as a second or third language. 
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FAITH AND RELIGION  

Since the split with southern Sudan, more than 97% of the population in Sudan are Muslims, 
who belong to the Sunni branch. However, people who follow the same religious group 
can do so in different ways, depending on the orthodoxy of their family, their personal  
beliefs, their level of education, social status and the views of the religious leaders they follow. 

It’s important to take time to find out what matters to the child you are looking after, 
rather than assume that they will observe certain practises or hold certain values and beliefs.

FAMILY LIFE  

Family is important in Sudanese society. Sudanese extended families include uncles, 
aunts and cousins going back many generations. Family ties determine many aspects of 
Sudanese life, including work and marriage opportunities. Parents tend to have a lot of 
authority – most children respect their parents and older relatives, abide by their wishes 
and see it as their duty to take care of them when they get old. Young people tend to 
live at home until they are married. 

In many families, girls and young women may experience less freedom than their brothers 
and usually go out only when accompanied by their brothers or male cousins. However, 
this depends on how conservative and/ or religious the family is, as well as other  

factors such as socio-economic status. For example, in upper and middle-class families 
in Khartoum, girls and women travel independently and spend time with both male and 
female friends. 

However, remember that each family is different: do not make assumptions on the 
child’s views or behaviours around family values, but ask questions (if appropriate). 

CULTURE AND TRADITIONS  

Sudan has a rich culture, so much so that Khartoum was awarded the Arab Capital of 
Culture in 2005. Music and poetry have a strong tradition in Sudan. Lyrics are all-important 
in Sudanese music, with new renditions created for a special occasion, such as weddings. 

Traditional instruments include tom-toms, rababas and the oud (a lute). Sudan’s “whirling 
dervishes”, Sufi Muslim devotees, are famed throughout the world for their religious 
dances accompanied by rhythmic drumming. 

Sudan was one of the four African nations – alongside Egypt, Ethiopia and South Africa 
– which formed African football. Athletics are Sudan’s most popular sports, and basket-
ball, handball and volleyball are also popular. 
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FOOD 

The staple food of Sudan is fava bean. Types of bread and stew will vary across the country, 
but may be made of meat, dried onions, spices and peanut butter. Thick soups are also 
common. Sugary desserts are popular and range from biscuits to baklawa (called basta). 
Tea and strong sweet coffee are widely drunk. The most common drink is karkade,  
a fresh juice made from hibiscus flower. Meals are eaten altogether from communal 
plates, using cutlery or the right hand. In the cities international food is available such as 
hamburgers, pasta and ice cream.

Most Muslims only eat halal meat, which means the animal was slaughtered in a way 
acceptable to Islam. Islam forbids the consumption of pork and alcohol.

Preparing the right meals can help a child feel welcome in your home. It’s best not to 
assume and instead find out what they like to eat. One thing is likely – most children 
from Sudan may find it strange to be given cold food for their midday meal.
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ADAPTING TO A NEW ENVIRONMENT  

Arriving in a new country may involve a significant culture shock and take a great deal 
of adjustment. The child you are caring for will need your support as they come to 
terms with their new surroundings, difficult experiences, losses and uncertain future.

For Sudanese children who arrive in Europe, differences may be overwhelming: although 
they now are in a place of relative peace and security, the lifestyle and values of your 
country can be disturbing and confusing. For example, Sudanese young people may 
experience for the first time media and advertising featuring nudity, romance and sex.

Young people may experience conflicting emotions. Some might embrace their new 
culture and reject the traditions of their elders; other may strongly identify with their 
existing cultural/religious values as means of keeping a connection with their country 
and community. Neither approach is right or wrong, and both should be respected. 

It is important to keep communication open with your child to understand their needs, 
being aware of how your own culture also underpins your behaviour. It is vital to engage 
in dialogue with your children (if appropriate and not upsetting for the child) to help them 
settle into your home.  

This leaflet has been adapted, with permission, from original text written by Elaine Fursland and published 
by BAAF (now CoramBAAF) in 2008. The text adaptation was carried out by Henrietta Bond and IOM in 
2019 under the terms of the Fostering Across Borders (FAB) project.  

The opinions expressed in the report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM). The designations employed and the presentation of material 
throughout the report do not imply expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM concerning 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning its frontiers or boundaries.
 
The content of this report represents the views of the author only and is his/her sole responsibility. The Euro-
pean Commission does not accept any responsibility for use that may be made of the information it contains.
 
This document was not formally edited by the IOM Publications Unit.
_____________________________________________
© 2019 International Organization for Migration (IOM)
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