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When �ghting erupted in Sudan’s capital, Khartoum, on the morning of April 15, 2023 - 

just days before Eid al-Fitr - millions of civilians found themselves trapped between two 

warring factions; The Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) and the paramilitary Rapid Support 

Forces (RSF). What began as a power struggle between generals quickly spiraled into a 

full-blown war, engul�ng entire cities and forcing families to �ee in what would become 

the largest internal displacement crisis in the world today.

Before the war, Sudan was already dealing with overlapping humanitarian emergencies. 

It hosted over a million refugees from neighboring countries like South Sudan, Eritrea, 

and Ethiopia, while internally, millions had already been displaced by past con�icts. But 

the war that started in 2023 led to an unprecedented crisis. According to the UNHCR, by 

the end of 2024, more than 12 million Sudanese had �ed their homes, with 8.8 million 

internally displaced and 3.2 million seeking refuge abroad, primarily in neighboring 

countries. Egypt, with its proximity and historical ties, became a key destination.

Egypt and Sudan enjoy a special relationship. In 2004, both countries signed the Four 

Freedoms Agreement granting their citizens mutual rights to move freely, reside, work, 

and own property without a visa. These provisions were particularly helpful for vulnera-

ble groups such as women, children, and the elderly. When the con�ict broke out, many 

Sudanese, especially those from Khartoum headed north. With Khartoum’s airport 

attacked on the �rst day of the con�ict, air travel became impossible. Buses began trans-

porting families to the Egyptian border, often through dangerous roads and active war 

zones.



Initially, Egyptian authorities allowed Sudanese citizens to enter, but the situation 

changed rapidly. In May 2023 barely a month after the war began, Egypt imposed new 

visa requirements for all Sudanese nationals, replacing earlier restrictions that had 

targeted only males between the ages of 16 and 50. The change came suddenly with 

little warning leaving many families stranded at border crossings, international airports, 

and deserted towns, many without the means or knowledge to navigate a rapidly 

changing bureaucratic landscape. The Egyptian Ministry of Foreign A�airs claimed the 

decision aimed to regulate not restrict entry, but to the tens of thousands stuck in limbo, 

the message was clear: the doors were closing.

Getting a visa to enter Egypt quickly became a logistical nightmare. Only two visa pro-

cessing o�ces operated in Sudan, one in Port Sudan, the new administrative capital, 800 

kilometers from the capital Khartoum, and the other in the remote northern town of 

Wadi Halfa. Refugees were forced to travel lengthy journeys often risking getting caught 

in cross�re, sleeping in mosques, schools or streets, surviving on minimal aid and wait-

ing months just to submit their papers and with no guarantee of success. With legal ave-

nues to Egypt diminishing, a growing number of refugees turned to smugglers to cross 

into southern Egypt illegally risking arrest or worse.

Egypt’s economic crisis only complexes the hardship. The 2023 devaluation of the Egyp-

tian pound led to a sharp rise in the cost of living. Prices for food, housing, and basic 

goods have soared. Egyptian authorities, for their part, continue to portray refugees as 

an economic burden, a narrative echoed by some segments of the media and ampli�ed 

on social media. These portrayals stoke xenophobia and justify restrictive measures. 

Amid a broader economic downturn and rising unemployment, the presence of refu-

gees becomes a scapegoat for deeper systemic issues.



The new legal framework has done little to alleviate the daily struggles faced by refugees. 

In fact, for many, it has made life even more dangerous. Registered Sudanese refugees 

are still denied access to public schools, and Sudanese primary and secondary schools - 

once a lifeline for displaced students - have been shut down by the authorities. Refugee 

students now need residency permits to enroll in Egyptian schools, a requirement few 

can meet. University education has also become increasingly inaccessible, tuition dis-

counts for Sudanese students were reduced from 90 percent to 60 percent and then can-

celled altogether in most governmental universities and institutes, while base tuition 

fees have tripled. Refugees who arrived without documents or proof of previous educa-

tion are often unable to continue their studies, and many have returned to Sudan despite 

the dangers, simply because they see no future in Egypt.

The European Union has played a controversial role in shaping Egypt’s refugee policies. 

In March 2024, six EU leaders signed a €7.4 billion deal with Egypt aimed at preventing 

irregular migration to Europe. The agreement, hailed as a strategic partnership to stabi-

lize the region,
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Youth From War to Prison

In Greek prisons from Crete to Volos, more than 200 Sudanese teenagers and young 

men sit behind bars. Their alleged crime is not violence, theft, or exploitation. It is 

survival. Fleeing one of the world’s deadliest wars, they crossed the Mediterranean 

seeking safety—only to be prosecuted as “smugglers” under Greece’s sweeping 

anti-smuggling laws. Most are between 17 and 26 years old, boys on the threshold of 

adulthood. Instead of schools and apprenticeships, their youth is being spent in 

prison cells thousands of kilometers from home.

������������������ ����­������
Since April 2023, Sudan has been consumed by a brutal war between the Sudanese 

Armed Forces (SAF) and the paramilitary Rapid Support Forces (RSF). What began as a 

power struggle in Khartoum quickly escalated into nationwide devastation.

According to the United Nations, more than 10 million people have been dis-

placed—the largest displacement crisis in the world today. Cities such as Khartoum, 

Omdurman, El Fasher, and El Geneina have been reduced to rubble. Mass killings, sexual 

violence, and forced recruitment campaigns have targeted young men in particular. 

Education has collapsed, livelihoods have vanished, and families have been torn apart.-

For many Sudanese youth, �ight was not a choice but the only path to survival. Yet 

escape has rarely meant safety. Many who managed to reach Greece—after harrowing 

journeys through Egypt and Libya—now �nd themselves criminalized for the act of 

steering a boat, handing out water, or even holding a GPS during the crossing.



�����������������������������������

Under Greek law, steering or assisting in boat crossings is classi�ed as smuggling, pun-

ishable by sentences of up to 25 years per person transported. In practice, this means 

that a 17-year-old refugee who touches the wheel of a dinghy can be prosecuted as a 

criminal tra�cker.

“Since 2014, if any one of us was forced to steer the boat or help the others, they call us 

criminals,” explained J, a young Sudanese man currently imprisoned in Crete. “Most of 

us had no choice—either cooperate or risk our lives at sea.”

Human rights groups have long argued that Greece’s framework is not dismantling 

smuggling networks but targeting the very refugees it claims to protect. According to a 

2023 report by Refugee Support Aegean (RSA), trials often last less than an hour, with 

inadequate interpretation, minimal legal defense, and an almost automatic presump-

tion of guilt.

“These laws are formulated so broadly that any act during a border crossing—holding 

the GPS, distributing water, or simply being near the helm—can be treated as smug-

gling,” said Julia, a member of de:criminalize, a European activist network. “The state 

uses this to create scapegoats while hiding its own responsibility for deaths at sea.”

Greece currently holds more than 2,300 migrants accused of smuggling, many of them 

Sudanese minors at the time of arrest.

����������������
Inside prison, the cost is measured not only in lost years but in broken spirits.

“We live behind bars, not as refugees seeking safety, but as accused criminals for crimes 

we never chose,” said J. “Many of us have suicidal thoughts because of the lack of a 

future and separation from our families.”



Psychologists report high levels of trauma, depres-

sion, and hopelessness among Sudanese youth in 

detention. Families back home, already displaced 

by war, struggle to stay in touch. Some cannot even 

con�rm whether their sons are alive.

Mustafa, a Sudanese activist living in Greece, 

described the ripple e�ect: “Parents and siblings are 

desperate. They try to send money, letters, or moral 

support, but communication is limited. Many of 

these young men are alone, and families feel pow-

erless to help.”

­�������������������­���������������­����������
Bada Ruman Steven, 19

Bada �ed Sudan after losing his parents in the war. He tried to survive with his sisters in 

Egypt, then Libya, where he worked as a cleaner under exploitative conditions. Forced at 

gunpoint to hold a GPS during the crossing, he was arrested upon arrival in Greece. Six 

months later, he remains imprisoned, separated from his sisters. “I am not a criminal. I am a 

victim of war,” he said.

Mousab, 19

Coerced into driving a boat for 12 hours under threat from smugglers, Mousab was sen-

tenced to 25 years in prison. He has not spoken to his family in seven months. “I spoke out, 

but no one wanted to listen. I’m innocent of what they accuse me of.”

Suleman Mazen, 18



After losing his family in Sudan, Suleman endured overcrowded detention in Libya before 

reaching Greece, where he was immediately arrested. “You are my voice and my strength,” 

he said in a letter from prison. “We are only human beings trying to survive in life.”

Chol Hani Zacheria, 17

The youngest among them, Chol worked odd jobs in Libya to a�ord passage to Europe. 

Arrested upon arrival in Greece, he was imprisoned with older men. Soon after, his 

mother died of a panic attack upon hearing of his imprisonment. “We are not criminals,” 

he pleaded. “We are children of war and destruction, searching for a safe place.”

��������������������
Across Europe, solidarity networks have mobilized under the banner of #FreeTheBoys. 

Lawyers, activists, and diaspora communities are �ghting for the release of Sudanese pris-

oners and for reform of anti-smuggling laws.

Mustafa described grassroots e�orts: “We organize awareness events, fundraising, and 

letter-writing sessions. We connect with lawyers to track trials, support those released in 

applying for asylum, and help them �nd housing. It is all about making sure they know 

they are not forgotten.”

In Athens, the Alma Community provides holistic care to refugees through therapy, art, 

and community-led workshops. Founder Erinia Tsilafaki explained: “Trauma is not only 

personal but political, rooted in war, borders, and displacement. Alma is a safe space 

where refugees are not just recipients—they lead, teach, and shape the community.”
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The war in Sudan, similar to that in Gaza, is a prototype of the New Wars which are direct-

ed against populations. As Alex de Waal has recently argued, there is a Return of the Star-

vation Weapon worldwide, and large parts of the population have been cut o� from food 

aid.

 

What is that war about? This is not just a war between two generals. This war started as a 

war of counter-revolution in the �rst place, and it has been developed into an economy of 

starvation, extraction, and displacement.

 

The war is now deemed responsible for the deaths of up to 150,000 people in mass casu-

alty incidents, and of more than 500,000 people due to hunger. There are 11,8 million 

people displaced, and millions under threat of starvation. While both of the warring par-

ties, and the militias associated with them, have committed war crimes, it is obvious that 

the RSF, drawing on their Darfur experience, and the Emirates in the background, have 

developed a system to make pro�t from disaster.



�����������������������������������

Under Greek law, steering or assisting in boat crossings is classi�ed as smuggling, pun-

ishable by sentences of up to 25 years per person transported. In practice, this means 

that a 17-year-old refugee who touches the wheel of a dinghy can be prosecuted as a 

criminal tra�cker.

“Since 2014, if any one of us was forced to steer the boat or help the others, they call us 

criminals,” explained J, a young Sudanese man currently imprisoned in Crete. “Most of 

us had no choice—either cooperate or risk our lives at sea.”

Human rights groups have long argued that Greece’s framework is not dismantling 

smuggling networks but targeting the very refugees it claims to protect. According to a 

2023 report by Refugee Support Aegean (RSA), trials often last less than an hour, with 

inadequate interpretation, minimal legal defense, and an almost automatic presump-

tion of guilt.

“These laws are formulated so broadly that any act during a border crossing—holding 

the GPS, distributing water, or simply being near the helm—can be treated as smug-

gling,” said Julia, a member of de:criminalize, a European activist network. “The state 

uses this to create scapegoats while hiding its own responsibility for deaths at sea.”

Greece currently holds more than 2,300 migrants accused of smuggling, many of them 

Sudanese minors at the time of arrest.

����������������
Inside prison, the cost is measured not only in lost years but in broken spirits.

“We live behind bars, not as refugees seeking safety, but as accused criminals for crimes 

we never chose,” said J. “Many of us have suicidal thoughts because of the lack of a 

future and separation from our families.”

�
���������� ������



Apart from the Red Sea Hills in the East, the Marra Mountains in the West, and the Nuba 

Mountains in the South, Sudan is a �at country. This explains why it was quite easy for 

the Hemeti militias (RSF) to call for mercenaries from the Sahel and to swiftly advance 

into the centre of Sudan with their technicals in the �rst year of the war. The army (SAF) 

had no infantry, instead they dropped bombs. Khartoum and Omdurman were 

bombed by the SAF, and looted by the RSF. Lorries full of looted belongings moved 

westwards.

 

In March 2025, the SAF was able to re-conquer the capital with its three cities and the 

Eastern and Central regions of Sudan. The SAF received new weapons from Turkey, 

Egypt, and Iran, and activated Islamist militias, the latter being a nasty curse for the 

future. The RSF was continuously supported by the UAE, which delivered arms, drones, 

and Columbian mercenaries to them, in exchange mainly for gold, but also for future 

pro�ts from displacement.

 

The timeline of the war can be followed on the Sudan War Monitor. At the moment, the 

war has two main theatres: Kordofan, with changing frontlines in the region of El 

Obeid, and with ongoing massacres and displacements, and Darfur, where the RSF has 

recently captured El Fasher (26 October) and thus won de�nite supremacy in the North 

Darfur state. During the preceding months, a large in�ux of new weapons came from 

the Emirates, via Haftar’s Libya. Since summer 2025, the RSF is in control of the border 

region to Libya, which will give them weight in future negotiations with the EU.

 



In Kordofan, the SPLA-(N) has allied with the RSF and is attacking from the Nuba Moun-

tains. Their leader is meanwhile the vice president of a parallel government, under the 

presidency of Hemedti. As the two sides vie for more power in the area, more civilians 

are being killed in what rights groups say is the world’s worst humanitarian crisis.

In Darfur, near El Fasher, huge refugee camps were situated, dating back to the Darfur 

genocidal wars of the early 2000s. The greatest of these camps, Zamzan, was turned 

into a military barracks and an artillery base, as hundred thousands of civilians had to 

�ee, su�ering from countless abuses. But this was only the prelude. The capture of El 

Fasher has been accompanied with mass killings and war crimes. Not only men who 

were considered �ghters, but also patients and disabled persons in the last existing hos-

pital, the medical sta�, and members of the Emergency Response Rooms (ERRs) were 

deliberately killed, and women raped and mistreated.

For many of the displaced people there is no chance to resettle. The current war is a con-

tinuation of the Darfur war, but this time with an explicit capitalisation perspective. The 

Emirates and their militia leader have a project of land grab through displacement. The 

Massalit must be driven from their �elds, the Fur from their mango orchards, the Zagha-

wa and Berti from their extensive economies. The winner takes it all and establishes 

plantations or cattle ranches on the land formerly held by peasants and herders. This 

project will certainly be easier to realise in a Darfur warlord state separated from Sudan. 

In the end, UAE is not only winning gold, minerals, and land, but also takes pro�t from 

the humanitarian logistics, feeding the displaced populations in the camps. لBut we will 

come back to this later.
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