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Israel and Sudan: The Saga of an
Enigmatic Relationship

JACOB ABADI

Israeli-Sudanese relations are unique for their secrecy and inconsistency.
This is in a large measure a result of the political instability in Sudan and
the poor state of its economy. Unlike most Muslim countries in the
periphery of the Middle East, Sudan’s initial policy toward Israel was by no
means hostile. In fact, bilateral contacts began immediately after Sudan
gained its independence from a joint Anglo-Egyptian condominium in
1956. However, many factors militated against a consistent policy on the
part of the Sudanese government. The unstable nature of the Sudanese state
caused by frequent military take-overs, inter-tribal conflict, and the
perennial struggle between Islamic and secular groups were partially to
blame for the inconsistency in the country’s foreign relations.

In 1958, less than three years after the country’s independence, the pro-
Western regime of Prime Minister Abdallah Khalil was overthrown. This
change resulted in an immediate change in the country’s foreign policy
orientation. As long as Khalil was in power, he maintained cordial relations
with the United States and actively sought its assurances against possible
aggression from the United Arab Republic. As long as Khartoum
maintained a pro-Western orientation, there was little tension in
Sudanese-Israeli relations. Little was said or done apart from occasional
remarks made by Sudanese officials regarding the tragedy, which the State
of Israel brought upon the Palestinian refugees. However, this state of
affairs changed radically after the November 1958 military coup, when
General Ibrahim Abbud came to power and decided to reorient his country’s
foreign relations. The new policy called for mending fences with Egyptian
President Gamal Abdul Nasser, severing contact with the West, and
avoiding any association with Israel.' Several unstable governments came to
power following Abbud’s overthrow, but the most significant coup occurred
on 25 May 1969, when President Gaafar al-Nimeiri came to power.

In addition to the fragility of its political system, Sudan was never
blessed with leaders of great calibre, and the struggle for power remained
intense. Initially, Nimeiri was Nasser’s staunch supporter and a proponent
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20 MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES

of pan-Arabism. However, in order to gain greater legitimacy for his
regime, he quickly changed his country’s foreign policy orientation.
Realizing that his pro-Egyptian policy did not earn him handsome
dividends, in 1980 he decided that establishing an Islamic regime
sanctioned by the Sharia could help prolong his tenure in office. His
commitment to Islamic principles became worrisome to many Israelis. For
a moment, it seemed that Sudan’s hostility to the Jewish State would rule
out any possibility of reaching an agreement on an issue of great concern to
the Israelis. By the mid-1980s Israel became increasingly concerned over
the fate of the Falasha Jews in Ethiopia and in the refugee camps of Sudan.
Besides, Israel had other grandiose schemes, which required Sudanese co-
operation. Israel sought to establish a huge arsenal on Sudanese territory. In
addition, Israel explored the possibility of using Sudan as a base of
operations, aimed at helping the son of the deposed Shah of Iran to return to
Iran and topple Ayatollah Khomeini’s regime. The need to obtain Nimeiri’s
co-operation in these matters forced upon Israel the need to strike a deal
with him. Like his predecessors, Nimeiri proved that when the price was
right he was willing to strike a deal with the Devil himself.

Nimeiri’s overthrow by the military in April 1985 led the establishment
of a new government led by Sadiq al-Mahdi, who remained in power until
June 1989, when a group of officers led by Lieutenant General Omar
Hassan al-Bashir staged their own coup. The new leaders later became
partners in the National Islamic Front led by the Muslim cleric Hassan al-
Turabi. Under Turabi’s inspiration the new government adopted an
extremely hostile attitude toward Israel.

The purpose of this article is to demonstrate that despite the virulent
anti-Israeli remarks often made by Sudanese leaders, there were episodes of
significant co-operation between the two counties. The bilateral contacts
were a result of pragmatic considerations on both sides. Sudan’s location to
the south of Egypt, whose leaders were bent on extending their control over
that weak and poverty-stricken country, left little choice to the Sudanese
leaders but to seek foreign assistance in order to secure their country’s
independence. Therefore, they regarded the connection with Israel as a
necessary evil. As for the Israelis, seeking friendship with a country
bordering its nemesis Egypt made much political sense. Israel benefited
from Nimeiri’s avaricious nature and his mercurial character allowed a
considerable degree of co-operation between the two countries. As this
study intends to show, Nimeiri could be talked into accommodating Israeli
interests when the price was right.

In addition to the personal ambition of the Sudanese leaders, there was
a realization in Khartoum that Israel’s unusual technological ability could
be a great asset to Sudan. Moreover, Israel was regarded as capable of
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ISRAEL AND SUDAN ) 21

interceding on Sudan’s behalf in Washington. Although Nimeiri’s
overthrow and Bashir’s rise to power ushered in a period of greater
militancy in Sudan’s foreign policy, the new government was far from being
able to pursue a foreign policy consistent with its public announcements.
Sudan’s dependence on aid from the United States and the need to maintain
some measure of normality in its relations with Egypt forced its leaders to
moderate their stand toward Israel. Finally, despite their anti-Israeli
pronouncements, Sudan’s leaders were in no position to dismiss the Middle
East peace process and the Jericho Agreement which both the United States
and Egypt encouraged.

The early years witnessed co-operation between the two countries not only
in the political sphere, but in the economic as well. Normal trade relations
between the two countries existed even prior to the establishment of the
State of Israel. The trade was minimal and consisted mainly of cattle and
cotton. Sudan’s exports to Israel came to a halt after tremendous pressure
from the Egyptian government which, on 10 June 1950, decided to force the
Italian vessel Dimavo, which was on its way to Israel, to unload its cargo of
cotton-seed cake at Port Sudan.” Although the commercial contacts virtually
ceased, the co-operation continued. Non-governmental organizations and
trade unions attached great value to ties with the Jewish pioneering state
whose achievements were greatly admired by many Sudanese. The
initiative to request assistance from Israel came primarily from Sudanese
trade unions. Leaders of the Sudan Workers Trade Unions Federation
regarded Israel as a successful experiment in socialism, and sought contact
with the Israeli Labor Federation (Histadrut). When the Third Congress of
the Sudan Trade Unions Federation held its meeting in Khartoum on 13
December 1954, Secretary General El-Shafie A. El-Shaikh invited the
Histadrut to send its delegates.

From Israel’s point of view, there was tremendous strategic value in
maintaining cordial relations with Sudan. During the 1950s, Israel’s founder
and first Prime Minister, David Ben-Gurion, conceived of a plan aimed at
leaping over the hostile Arab counties.* His plan was to incorporate Iran,
Turkey and Ethiopia in a peripheral alliance with Israel. Sudan was regarded
as an essential part of such a scheme.’ However, all hopes that Sudan would
become part of the proposed peripheral alliance came to an end in the
aftermath of the 1958 coup.® Consequently, Israel embarked on a diplomatic
initiative aimed at consolidating its ties with Ethiopia. Thus Israel obtained
a base of operation from which it could assist the Anya Nya rebels in
southern Sudan, and destabilize Egypt’s southern flank. The Anya Nya
fought for the southerners, which constituted more than a third of a
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22 MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES

population of 15 million Sudanese. They were predominately Christian
blacks, while the northerners were mostly Arab Muslims. This contact was
in line with Israel’s policy of supporting dissident minorities in Arab
countries, such as Kurds in Iraq and Druze in Syria. Sudan attracted the
attention of the Israeli intelligence service due to its location south of hostile
Egypt and its proximity to the Horn of Africa and the Red Sea.

Israel’s interest in Sudan increased considerably following Nasser’s rise
to power. The prospects of a joint Anglo-Egyptian administration in the
Sudan or the ‘Unity of the Nile Valley’ alternative, as the Egyptians referred
to their desire to incorporate Sudan into Egypt, were disquieting for the
Israelis. For those Sudanese who did not subscribe to this slogan, which was
propagated by the new Egyptian regime, ties with Israel seemed promising.

In an effort to avert unity with Egypt, representatives of the Ummah
Party rushed to London and appealed to the British government to support
them against Nasser. Prime Minister Anthony Eden’s attitude toward the
Sudan issue was reminiscent of former Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin, who
several years earlier had told the House of Commons that ‘the British
government would not appease Egypt at the expense of the Sudanese
people’.” Eden’s impression was that ‘The Sudanese desire for
independence was deep and real; so was their suspicion of the Egyptians’.
He seemed sympathetic to their demands, and in one of his discussions with
Egyptian representatives he said, ‘we could not keep the Egyptian
Government alive by feeding the Sudanese to them’.*

Eden’s words had greatly encouraged the leaders of the Ummah Party,
and when his hostility to the Egyptian leader who had planned to nationalize
the Suez Canal seemed to have intensified, the party’s leaders became
confident in their ability to obtain Britain’s support. As it turned out,
however, Eden’s words did not translate into action, and the response from
the British Cabinet was less than encouraging. Both the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office maintained a conciliatory posture and refused to
alienate the Egyptian leader. However, the British MI6 intelligence services
were more sympathetic to the Ummah Party. When the party’s
representatives said that they were willing to ‘join with the Devil’ in order
to stop Egyptian expansion, MI6 agents suggested that they turn to Israel for
help. They were told that the point of contact was an Israeli diplomat named
Mordecai Gazit, a veteran of the Political Department of the Israeli Foreign
Ministry who was then the first secretary of the Israeli embassy in London.
By then, Israel had already begun considering the possibility of negotiations
with the Ummah Party, because its platform called for better relations with
the Western countries and opposed close relations with Egypt.

Contacts between the two parties were made in September 1956, when
an Israeli intelligence agent, Josh Palmon, held meetings in Istanbul with
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ISRAEL AND SUDAN 23

Ummah members. Palmon introduced Omar, one of the Ummah members
to Ben-Gurion who expressed sympathy with the party’s aims. Following
the advice of the British intelligence agency, the Ummah members went to
meet Gazit, who agreed to a meeting with Sadiq al-Mahdi. During these
meetings both sides agreed to co-operate on various anti-Egyptian schemes.
In addition, Israel offered to send experts to train the Sudanese to develop
their cotton industry. The contacts continued in earnest in the following
months, reaching their peak in August 1957, in the clandestine meeting at
the Plaza Athénée Hotel in Paris, between Foreign Minister Golda Meir and
Prime Minister Abdallah Khalil. However, the contacts came to an abrupt
end when Khalil was overthrown.’

Far from giving up on the idea of weakening Egypt’s southern flank, the
Israelis began to consider other possibilities of entering the region. The
opportunity soon presented itself in southern Sudan. Thus began Israel’s
connection with Anya Nya, whose leader, General Joseph Lagu, was
reported to have obtained arms, equipment and training from the Israelis."
This step, however, was fraught with danger. Soon after the African
countries became independent, the Israeli Foreign Ministry began
cultivating cordial relations with their governments. The Israelis were fully
aware that their aid to the Anya Nya rebels made a negative impression on
the African countries." However, in light of the Egyptian menace and the
rise of pan-Arabism, the attempts to undermine Sudan’s national unity
began to loom larger on Israel’s national agenda.

Sudan’s need to maintain cordial relations with the Arab states had
prevented consistent and more meaningful co-operation with Israel.
Expressions of solidarity with the Arab cause were common to all Sudanese
governments, even those who saw benefit in dealing with Israel in a covert
manner. Prior to the Six Day War of 1967, Sudan sent a contingent of forces
to Egypt. Despite its differences with Egypt, the Sudanese government was
careful not to alienate Nasser and other Arab states after their humiliation
by Israel. Khartoum denounced Israel and even severed its diplomatic
relations with the United States It also hosted the famous Khartoum
conference in which the Arab states declared that they will not sign a peace
treaty with Israel, negotiate or recognize it. Sudan’s Prime Minister,
Muhammad Ahmed Mahjub undertook the difficult task of settling the
Egyptian—Saudi dispute. Mahjub recalls in his memoirs that he told King
Faisal that as a ‘noble Arab’, he should refrain from killing a wounded rival
but nurse him instead."

Following the Six Day War, the Sudanese Constituent Assembly praised
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24 MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES

President Charles de Gaulle for his decision to declare an embargo on Israel.
Sudan’s Economic and Foreign Trade Minister, Ahmad Suleiman, was
reported to have said that Paris’s decision to sell Libya arms originally
destined to go to Israel, was the best answer for Israel’s ‘theft’ of five
French gunboats from Cherbourg.” Moreover, during the War of Attrition
with Israel, Sudan responded favourably to Egypt’s request to transfer its
military training facilities, in order to keep them away from the range of
Israeli aircraft. It also allowed the Egyptian navy to patrol Port Sudan, when
Cairo decided to block the Bab al-Mandab Straits to Israeli navigation." In
addition, Nimeiri had made an attempt to appear as an honest broker in
inter-Arab disputes.

In December 1969 Sudan signed the Tripoli Charter in which it agreed
to coordinate its foreign policy with Egypt and Libya. This constituted the
basis of the scheme known as the Federation of Arab Republics. Nimeiri
often boasted that his troops were stationed on the Suez Canal. In a speech
at a mass rally at Khartoum on 25 May 1969, he said, ‘The sons of our
people on the Canal bank represent the wish of each of us to attain the
honour of struggle against Zionist imperialism with the sons of Egypt who
are comrades in the ages-long struggle’.” The Sudanese forces stationed on
the Suez Canal remained inactive until they were withdrawn in 1972."

In an attempt to prolong his rule and to remain popular with the Arab
masses, Nimeiri went to the extent of identifying with the most radical
forces in the Arab world. In the summer of 1970 the Sudanese government
issued statements identifying with Libya’s radical schemes for the Middle
East. The official spokesman of the Sudanese Revolutionary Command
Council issued a statement saying that Sudan’s policy was aimed at
pursuing a ‘confrontation’ policy against Israel and that Sudan supported
Libya’s president Muammar Gaddafi’s plan to mobilize all Arab states
against Israel.”” Notwithstanding this rhetoric, Nimeiri was far from being
as committed to the conflict with Israel as the Arab states had hoped. When
Egypt and Syria agreed at last to incorporate Libya and Sudan within the
proposed Federation of Arab Republics, Sudan dropped out and thus
brought this project to an inglorious end. Officials in Khartoum had
continuously portrayed Israel as a menace to both Sudan and Egypt."
During the Yom Kippur War of 1973 Sudan sent an infantry brigade to the
Egyptian front, but it arrived too late to join the battle."” Such expressions
of solidarity did not go unnoticed in Israel, and led to increasing tension in
the bilateral relations. In response to what it regarded as Sudanese hostility
and collaboration with the Arabs, Israel increased its aid to the Anya Nya
rebels in southern Sudan. This effort involved special agents, and
equipment sent from Israel. In addition, the Israeli embassies throughout
Africa were asked to assist in carrying out this task. The man involved in
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ISRAEL AND SUDAN 25

this affair was Uri Lubrani, who co-ordinated Israel’s connections with the
Anya Nya.

In order to aid the Sudanese rebels, Israel was compelled to seek friends
and allies in Africa. After negotiations with the Ugandan government, Israel
obtained Kampala’s consent to use its territory in order to bring military aid
to the rebels. Ironically, the Sudanese government blamed Israel for
supporting the southerners even before Israel had begun to support the Anya
Nya. Sudan’s decision to station forces along the Suez Canal intensified
Israel’s hostility and accelerated its support to the Sudanese rebels. The
Israelis used DC-3s in order to parachute arms to the rebels. Most of the
items were of Soviet or British origin, captured by the Israelis during the Six
Day War. Khartoum’s attitude became even more hostile at the beginning of
1971, when Information Minister Ahmad Musa openly blamed Israel and
the West for helping the rebels in Southern Sudan.” The hostility toward
Israel was most pronounced in the left wing of the Sudanese political
spectrum. Sudan’s Communist Party was vehemently anti-Israel and called
for better relations with Egypt and Libya in order to unite against
imperialism and Zionism.” The tension in the Israeli~Sudanese relations
subsided considerably by the end of 1972, when both countries signed the
Addis Ababa Agreement, which terminated Israeli involvement in southern
Sudan. The agreement triggered heavy criticism from many quarters in the
Arab world. When the Sudanese government failed to ward off these critical
remarks by emphasizing its anti-Israeli role, the tension increased
considerably. Arab accusations that Khartoum capitulated to the southern
rebels triggered an angry response from Sudanese officials. In an interview
with a journalist, Sudan’s Foreign Minister argued that the Arab criticism of
Sudan’s agreement with the southern rebels stemmed from their ignorance
regarding the issue. He added, that the Arabs did not seem to understand
that the settlement removed Zionist influence from the area and helped
improve their standing in Africa.”? Nevertheless, the agreement improved
Sudan’s relations with Israel, and Nimeiri even agreed to let the Mossad
operate a station in Khartoum. At the same time, the CIA was reported to
have encouraged intelligence co-operation between the two countries.?
Nimeiri’s attitude toward Israel remained moderate for the rest of his career,
and he began speaking in favour of the Camp David Accord. This state of
affairs continued until 6 April 1985, when a new military regime under
General Abdel Rahman Siwar al-Dahab ushered in a new period of hostility
toward Israel.

The Israeli rescue operation to save the Ethiopian Falasha Jews had
demonstrated how Nimieri could be talked into co-operating with Israel
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26 MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES

when the price was right. Ariel Sharon who was Israel’s Defence Minister
in Menachem Begin’s right-wing Likud government, recalled how he and
other Israeli officials met Nimeiri and his intelligence chief, Omar al-Tayeb
in Mount Kenya Safari on 13 May 1982. Both sides agreed that their
common foe was Libya. In addition to co-operation in rescuing the
Falashas, Nimeiri agreed to Sharon’s ambitious scheme to turn Sudan into
a huge arsenal containing arms and ammunitions of various kinds, to be
used by Israel for ‘special projects’. According to the Saudi millionaire
Adnan Khashoggi, King Fahd agreed to finance the project by contributing
$800 million and, if necessary, $1 billion. Nimeiri was to be compensated
by money paid to his country as well as to his personal account.”

According to Sharon, Israel had another ambitious scheme, which
required Sudanese co-operation. For quite some time the Israelis were
exploring the possibility of helping the son of the deposed Shah of Iran, who
was in exile in Morocco at that time, to return to his country and overthrow
Khomeini’s regime. The plan was to train soldiers in Sudan with financial
aid from Saudi Arabia and arms from Israel. A meeting to work out the
details was scheduled to take place in Alexandria in July 1977. By then,
however, Israel became involved in Lebanon.” In order to guarantee fuller
co-operation in these matters, the Israelis paid generously to all those
Sudanese whose assistance was deemed essential. They used the services of
Jerry Weaver, an Arabist in the US State Department, who agreed to act as
a mediator and handed over $1.5 million to al-Tayeb. The Israelis opened a
bank account for him in London.*

When Begin signed the Camp David accord with Egyptian President
Anwar Sadat, he asked him to persuade Nimeiri to allow the Falashas to
leave their refugee camps in Sudan for Israel. This initiative came as a result
of alarming news that several hundred Falashas died in a Sudanese refugee
camp.” Israel was compelled to rely on Nimeiri’s good will in 1984, when
the Falashas who suffered drought and famine poured into Sudan in large
numbers.

In September 1984 Deputy Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir asked US
Secretary of State George Shultz to persuade the Egyptians and the Saudis
to pressure Nimeiri to allow the Falashas to leave. At Israel’s request,
Washington promised Nimeiri an increase of $200 million in economic aid
in return for a commitment to allow the Falashas to fly out of Sudan.
Consequently, Nimeiri gave his consent and the United States became
involved in the rescue mission. Although Nimeiri asked that the operation
remain secret, the details of the operation leaked to the press, and he became
a target for criticism by the Arab states. An editorial in the Kuwaiti daily Al-
Ra’i al-‘Am said: ‘The smuggling of Ethiopian Jews across Sudan can be
regarded not as passing event but as a new defeat of the Arab nation’.
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ISRAEL AND SUDAN 27

Nimeiri, of course denied his involvement in this operation.” Instead, he
blamed Ethiopia for the operation and reaffirmed his support for the
Palestinians against Israel.”

When the Arab states blamed Ethiopia for looking the other way in
return for money and arms which it received from Israel, Ethiopian Foreign
Minister Goshu Wolde cast the blame on Nimeiri, saying that he was the one
who was bribed.” The pressure from all Arab quarters became extremely
intense. Nimeiri who feared retaliation by Islamic fundamentalists, decided
to stop the operation.” Thereupon, the Israelis pressured the United States
to help complete the operation.” It was only after personal intervention from
United States President George Bush that Nimeiri allowed its aircraft to
evacuate the remaining 800 Falashas to Israel.” The rescue mission known
as ‘Operation Moses’ brought thousands of Falashas to Israel. Sudan’s
internal security service, Amn al-Dawla was fully aware of its dimension.*
In an attempt to silence the opposition, Nimeiri put one of his top aides on
trial for participating in the rescue operation.® A senior United States
official admitted that Sudan received additional food supplies and $15
million in foreign aid as the price for its consent to allow the transfer to take
place.*

Although there was general indifference to Middle Eastern affairs among
the Sudanese public, there seemed to be considerable sympathy for the
misfortune of the Palestinian people. In his speech on the ‘Palestinian
Entity’ on 28 May 1964, in Jerusalem, Ahmed Shukeiri, who was the first
Palestinian to become famous for his terrorist activities against Israel, said,
‘T have delivered speeches in the mosques and clubs of Khartoum, and the
Sudanese people called for the honour and liberation of Palestine’.”’

After his rise to power in 1969, Nimeiri’s regime committed itself to the
Arab cause and to the struggle against Israel. This step was hailed by the
Palestine Liberation Organization as ‘a very important event in the Arab
struggle against Zionism, imperialism and colonialism’ and as ‘a victory for
the progressive and freedom fighting forces in the Arab world’. Sudanese
officials responded by saying that their government recognized the PLO as
the sole representative of the Palestinian people, and promised not to accept
any solution to the Palestine problem without the PLO’s approval. When
pressured by Washington to terminate his support for the Palestinian
guerrilla, Nimeiri insisted that Sudan’s attitude would not change, because
the Palestinian people, as he put it, ‘has the right to liberate its land and to
determine its future’.*® Omar Haj Musa, the Minister of National Guidance
and the official spokesman of the Sudanese government, stated that his
country would always support the Palestinian resistance movement with all
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28 MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES

the necessary means, material or otherwise, which are necessary to obtain
its goal. Furthermore, he vowed that his government would deal with every
country according to its attitude toward the Palestinian people.” Indeed, the
Sudanese government’s actions seemed to have confirmed this rhetoric. On
30 April 1970 Babakr Awadallah, the Deputy Chairman of Sudan’s
Revolutionary Council, warned that his country would review its relations
with Great Britain if it persisted in its anti-Palestinian stand. He also denied
a report that Libya was involved in mediation between Sudan and West
Germany. Resumption of such relations, he said, was contingent upon
Bonn’s attitude toward the Palestine case, and the cessation of West
Germany’s hostile attitude against Sudan.”

The Sudanese government maintained contacts not only with the PLO
but also with the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine led by George
Habash.” However, Nimeiri’s unwillingness to tarnish his image in
Washington’s eyes and his reluctance to alienate Arafat, led him to
downplay his sympathy with the radicals in the Palestinian camp. In January
1969 the Sudanese Committee for the Aid of Palestine had handed over
£50,000 as a first payment for the Palestinian Fath organization. This was
part of the £100,000 earmarked for distribution to the Palestinian guerrilla
activities.”

Numerous expressions of sympathy with the Palestinian cause were
made in the Sudanese Constituent Assembly after Nimeiri’s rise to power.”
Statements made by Sudanese officials became even more radical than
those made by Nimeiri himself. Thus, for example, the Sudanese Minister
of Information and official spokesman for the government declared once,
‘We reject any solution that only requests the withdrawal of Israel to the
borders before 5 June 1967. Our aim is to liberate all the Arab territories
from Zionism.’* The Sudanese government became so sympathetic to the
Palestinians that it agreed to allow the Fath to start its own radio and
television program in Sudan.” Believing that supporting the Palestinian
cause could earn him handsome dividends in the Arab world, Nimeiri
continued to demonstrate his sympathy to the Palestinians on every
occasion, and had often antagonized Arab leaders by his pro-Palestinian
statements. According to Muhammad Hassanein Heikal, the illustrious
editor of the Egyptian semi-official newspaper Al-Ahram, Nimeiri blamed
Jordan’s King Hussein of causing the massacre of Palestinians in the
summer of 1970. Consequently, King Hussein sought to appear before a
summit conference in Cairo in order to refute Nimeiri’s report.*

Nimeiri’s enthusiasm for the Palestinian cause had often led him to
criticize other Arab leaders and even the Soviet Union. On the fifth
anniversary of the Six Day War, Nimeiri said: ‘Every Arab leader is seeking
a settlement with the enemy without regard to the fate of the Palestinian
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ISRAEL AND SUDAN 29

people’.”” Yet Nimeiri remained careful not to show excessive sympathy to
the radical guerrilla groups. When three Western diplomats were massacred
by Palestinians in Khartoum, in March 1973, Nimeiri handed over the
assassins to the PLO. He blamed Gaddafi for planning the terrorist attack
and went as far as saying that he intended to put an end to the presence of
the Palestinian organizations’ existence in Sudan. Nimeiri’s crackdown on
the Palestinians triggered a critical remark from Arafat, who argued that
Nimeiri was involved in an American-inspired campaign against the
Palestinian guerrilla movement and, appealed to Sadat to stop this
‘conspiracy’.*®

Notwithstanding the numerous official declarations of sympathy to the
Palestinian cause, Sudan’s relations with the Palestinians were marred by
occasional crises. The tension between the two sides reached its crescendo
in 1981. This was largely due to a relentless propaganda campaign waged
by Gaddafi and Nimeiri’s fear that he was on the verge of losing control
over their activities in Sudan. It was not until Israel’s war in Lebanon in the
summer of 1982, that Khartoum began to warm up to the Palestinians by
showing sympathy to their predicament. The murder of Palestinians in the
Sabra and Shatila refugee camps had a softening effect on the Sudanese
government.* Shortly afterwards, the PLO was allowed to reopen its office
in Khartoum, which had been closed by the order of the Sudanese
government in June 1981. Sudan’s new attitude was followed by a visit of a
PLO delegation to Khartoum in August 1982. The visit’s main purpose was
to co-ordinate the absorption of Palestinian refugees fleeing Lebanon. This
was followed by Arafat’s visit to Sudan in September that year.

Seeking to improve his image in Washington’s eyes, Nimeiri decided to
moderate his stand toward the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. He began to
advocate negotiations as a way to solve the Palestinian dilemma. In an
interview to the press he said that apart from armed struggle, the
Palestinians should try to achieve their aims by agreements. He mentioned
the fact that only by negotiations did Egypt obtain the Sinai Peninsula, and
recommended that the same method be applied to the Palestine issue.® At
the same time, Nimeiri took measures designed to bring the Palestinians
under control, by moving them to what Sudanese officials described as a
better location and a healthier environment. Accordingly, they were
transferred from Shandi to Erkowit, which is closer to Khartoum and the
Red Sea.” As a gesture of good will toward the PLO, Sudan agreed to admit
about one thousand refugees.” Reacting to the struggle within the
Palestinian ranks, Nimeiri gave his unqualified support to Arafat.®
Nimeiri’s attitude was determined to a large extent by the fear that a setback
to Arafat might result in a more militant candidate supported by his
nemesis, Gaddafi and by other radical Arab states.
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Sudan’s dedication to the Palestinians becomes all the more obvious
when one considers its repeated promises to support their efforts against
what the regime called ‘the Zionist entity’. When the Intifada erupted in
Gaza and the West Bank in December 1987, the Sudanese government
expressed its full support for the Palestinians.* And in December 1988
Khartoum extended its recognition to the State of Palestine. Not only did
Khartoum provide Arafat the necessary platform from which he could
spread his message, it also raised the PLO’s diplomatic status. It referred to
the PLO’s mission as the ‘Embassy of the State of Palestine’.”

When the Madrid peace conference debated the Palestinian issue, The
Sudanese government stated that it expected a total Israeli withdrawal from
Arab land and the establishment of an independent Palestinian state. And
whenever the peace process began to lose momentum, the Sudanese
government was quick to blame the Israelis. In an interview to an Egyptian
journalist, Bashir blamed Israel for employing delaying tactics in the
Middle East peace negotiations.* Moreover, he blamed the Western
countries for encouraging Israel to dominate the Middle East both
economically and militarily.” In addition to its declared sympathy for the
PLO, Sudan was reported to have given asylum to Palestinian extremists.
According to United States reports, Sudan accepted the sum of $30 million
from Iran in order to construct training camps for Muslim terrorists,
including Hizballah fighters from Lebanon.” Fearing Israeli retaliation,
sources in Khartoum had consistently denied such involvement. In March
1992 a Qatari daily cited Western sources as saying that Sabri al-Banna,
better known as Abu Nidal, was hiding in Sudan.” The response from
Khartoum was furious. Foreign Minister Ali Sahlul denied the allegation,
saying that those who blamed the Sudanese regime for harbouring terrorists
should prove their allegation.* The Sudanese Foreign Ministry blamed the
United States for spreading rumours regarding Sudan’s role in harbouring
terrorists and for condoning Israel’s brutal measures against the Palestinians
in the occupied territories.*

Nevertheless, the reports that Sudan gave shelter to Muslim extremists
from all corners of the Arab world persisted.” Sudanese sources insisted
that resistance to oppression should not be called terrorism. Thus for
example, Sudan’s former Prime Minister Sadiq al-Mahdi argued that Begin
and Shamir, who were well known for their militancy, had no right to refer
to the Palestinian resistance as terrorism. He argued that foreign
interference through imperialism and Zionism forced the Arabs to adopt
extreme methods.” A similar argument was made by Turabi in one of his
interviews to the French daily Le Figaro. Turabi, who became known for his
sympathy for the Palestinians, denied his country’s role in providing a
haven for the radicals among them.* He stated that his government would
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never give asylum to Palestinian groups, because they attacked foreigners in
Sudan.®” Notwithstanding the repeated denials from Khartoum, reports that
Sudan was providing asylum to Middle Eastern terrorists continued to
circulate throughout the 1990s and culminated in the tragic bombing of a
pharmaceutical plant by the United States on 20 May 1998.%

New reports that Israel had become involved again in supplying weapons to
Sudan’s People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) were particularly damaging to
the bilateral relations. According to an Egyptian press report from
September 1992, Sudanese sources announced that the leader of the
Sudanese rebels, John Garang, obtained shipments of weapons from Israel
through Kenya. These sources said that the rebels were supplied with TOW
rockets, mortars, Uzi machine-guns and large quantities of ammunition. In
addition, they said that United States customs officials in Florida discovered
400 TOW missiles, which were about to reach Garang.” The Paris-based Al-
Dawalia magazine reported that Garang was invited by Prime Minister
Shamir and by Defence Ministry officials in Israel to discuss the rebels’
request for arms.® Garang had all along denied having any contacts with
Israel.” Nevertheless, the rumours persisted. Some members of the
Sudanese opposition were also reported to have made contact with Israel.
According to Ghazi Salah-al-Din, the President’s Secretary in Charge of
Political Relations, Israel maintained contacts not only with the southern
rebels but also with members of the Sudanese opposition in the north.™
The reports regarding Israel’s support for Garang increased the tension
between the two countries. The Bashir—Turabi regime utilized the Garang
affair in order to mend fences with the Arab world. Numerous expressions
of solidarity with the Arab cause were heard thereafter. In his fourth
anniversary speech of the revolution, Bashir stated that Sudan would strive
to strengthen its relations with the Arab countries and take the necessary
steps to promote Arab solidarity. In addition, he stressed his country’s
determination to strengthen the economic co-operation with all Muslim
countries.” In the same month, the Sudanese government took the
opportunity to denounce what it regarded as Israeli aggression against
Lebanon. The Sudanese Foreign Ministry issued a statement calling on
Israel to implement the UN Resolution 425, demanding a total Israeli
withdrawal from southern Lebanon. The statement reaffirmed Sudan’s
unqualified support for Lebanon, noted the UN and the international
community’s failure to combat Israeli aggression, and called on all the Arab
states to exert their efforts to restore solidarity and unity. Notwithstanding
these expressions of hostility, Israel’s agreement with the Palestinians was
regarded with favour in Khartoum. Foreign Minister Husayn Sulayman Abu
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Salih stated that his government supported the option exercised by the
Palestinians, and said that he hoped that the agreement would mark ‘the
beginning of aspirations for a permanent peace in the Middle East and the
proper implementation of the international resolutions’. He added, that he
hoped that Palestinian solidarity be preserved and that there would not be
any disputes, which could have adverse effect on the Palestinian cause.”

In a television interview the following year, Bashir renewed his verbal
assaults on Israel. He denounced Israel for supplying arms to the Garang
opposition group and added that Israel was being used as a tool in an
imperialist campaign led by the United States, to prolong the unrest in
Sudan.” Israel, along with Saudi Arabia was blamed for supporting
Garang.™ Sudanese military sources argued that despite Israel’s
involvement, Garang’s main stronghold was under control.” The Sudanese
government continued to express its displeasure over what it regarded as
colonialist interference in Sudanese domestic affairs. Commenting on
Garang’s visit to Israel, Bashir said that Israel and the Zionist media were
involved in promoting anti-Sudanese campaign, by using Garang as their
tool in order to gain control of the water sources of the Nile. A spokesman
for the Sudanese military added that Israel’s support for the rebel movement
dates back to its founding. Indeed, there was some truth in the Sudanese
allegation that Israel was using Uganda, Ethiopia and Eritrea in order to
interfere in Sudanese affairs. In an interview to a Jordanian journalist,
Sudan’s Minister of Culture and Information blamed Israel for using
Uganda as a base of operations against Sudan, and vowed that his country
would take the necessary measures to defend its borders.” In addition to
supporting to the SPLA, Israel was blamed for sending arms to Eritrea.”

By the end of 1994 Arab sources in London reported that the Israeli Air
Force was engaged in building a base in Eritrea, close to the Sudanese
border. Israeli military and civilian personnel were reported to have been
seen supervising the city of Omal, where the construction took place.” In
one of his interview to the press, Abu Salih complained that Israel was
maintaining close relations with Eritrea’s President Isaias Afewerki, and
argues that in view of the hostility between Sudan and Eritrea such relations
could only be regarded as detrimental to Sudan’s interests.” Israel’s support
to Eritrea in this conflict was in a large measure a counterweight to Iranian
and Iraqi influence, which increased considerably by the early 1990s.
Particularly disquieting for the Israelis was the rapprochement between
Sudan and Iran. Israeli sources reported that Iran had offered massive
military assistance to Sudan. In December 1991 Iran’s President Ali
Hashemi Rafsanjani visited Sudan with senior officials from the Defence
Ministry and the intelligence community. The purpose of the visit was to
discuss the establishment of a terrorist base in Sudan.®
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Sudan’s support for Iraq had further strained relations between Israel and
Sudan. Officials in Khartoum continued to show solidarity with Iraq and
demanded that the UN remove the embargo on its citizens. Sudan’s Interior
Minister Brigadier General Abd-al-Rahim Muhammad Husain al-Amin,
who visited Baghdad in September 1993, told a journalist that the embargo
imposed on Iraq was a part of an imperialist and Zionist scheme aimed at
destroying Iraq’s national unity.*

Khartoum’s reaction to the Israeli-PLO agreement was far from being
enthusiastic. Bashir had expressed his reservations about it on several
occasions. At a news conference in Khartoum on 2 September 1993 he said
that the agreement ‘might later be highly detrimental to future Israeli
evacuation from the remaining Palestinian territories and the future of self-
determination for the Palestinians’. He added: ‘Judging from earlier
experiences, the Zionist state is liable to give a different interpretation to the
current agreement ... What we fear most is the possibility that this
agreement would neutralize the Palestinian Intifada, which has spread into
every home and broken down the barrier of fear of Israeli oppression’.”
However, Sudan’s opposition to the agreement was not as strong as it
appeared at the beginning. Statements made by Sudanese officials reveal
that Khartoum has moderated its response considerably. In an interview to
a London-based newspaper, Abu Salih said that his country welcomed the
agreement, but only as a prelude to further Israeli concessions, which will
have to include the Golan Heights and southern Lebanon. In addition, he
said that his government insisted on giving the Palestinians all their
legitimate rights. Abu Salih expressed doubts regarding Israeli intentions,
saying that Israel’s agreement with Syria failed to materialize, and it
therefore proves that Israel’s intentions should be questioned.*

Turabi was even more critical of the agreement, saying that it was a
disgrace and a great disappointment.* Later he explained that the agreement
constituted a ‘surrender’, because it offered little more than limited self-rule
to the Palestinians. Turabi was implying that Arafat and his men strayed
from their original principles and called on the Palestinians to forget their
differences and unite.*® In an interview to an Iranian correspondent, the
Speaker of Sudan’s National Assembly, Muhammad Amin Khalifah,
rejected the peace process and referred to Israel as a terrorist usurper
regime, adding that Sudan supported the Palestinians’ right to Jerusalem.*
Yet despite its criticism, the Bashir-Turabi militant clique was in no
position to reject the agreement. While it is true that Bashir became more
sympathetic to Hamas, the regime’s long relationship with Arafat was still
a factor to be reckoned with. Unwilling to antagonize Egypt and the United
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States, which backed the agreement, the Sudanese regime gave its qualified
blessing to it.

Washington’s conviction that Sudan played an active role in supporting
terrorism caused concern in Khartoum. For quite some time, Sudanese
officials were imploring the Egyptian government to intervene on their
behalf in Washington, in order to eliminate Sudan from the black list of
terrorist states. Consequently, Khartoum was compelled to moderate its
stand and to mention the positive points in the accord. This was the reason
for Abu Salih’s statement that the accord was the first step toward a
comprehensive solution, which must include total Israeli withdrawal from
all occupied territories and the restoration of Palestinian rights. The wording
of the statements, which emanated from Khartoum, was an outcome of
pressure exerted on the Sudanese government from all quarters. The
Sudanese government sought to ward off criticism from both its external
and domestic opponents. It felt the need to avoid criticism from Iran and
from radical Palestinian groups, and in order to avoid criticism from its
domestic opponents, it made an effort to show sympathy with Hamas. When
asked by Sudanese journalists to express his opinion regarding the
agreement, Bashir was reported to have said that the agreement could be
detrimental to further Israeli concessions in the future, undermine the efforts
of the Palestinian resistance and cause conflict among the Palestinian
groups.” Yet when Sudanese officials such as Abu Salih spoke about the
agreement, their comments revealed that their government’s stand was far
more moderate than it seemed.

Turabi’s opposition to Israel becomes evident from his numerous speeches
and interviews. However, there seems to be no consistency in his speeches
regarding the issue. He once told New York Times correspondent Judith
Miller, that there is nothing in Islam against the Jews, or against a Jewish
state, and that Muhammad himself made a constitutional agreement with the
Jews. However, later he told a French journalist that while he did not
question the existence of the Jews he could not accept Israel.* He denied
accepting the 242 Security Council Resolution as the key to resolving the
Arab-Israeli conflict, and said that the weakness of the Arabs stemmed
from the fact that they capitulated to Israeli demands. According to Turabi,
the Palestinians did not benefit much from the deal. He insisted that no
Muslim could compromise on Jerusalem. He called on Arafat to try to
extract more from the deal with Israel. But to the astonishment of the Arab
world, he opposed the 1993 resolution aimed at condemning Arafat and the
PLO for their agreement with Israel. Turabi explained that his action
stemmed from fear of disunity in the Arab world and in the Palestinian
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camp in particular.* He criticized the willingness of the Arabs to reconcile
with Israel. He even went to the extent of blaming some Muslims for
collaborating with Israel in its propaganda campaign against Islam.* When
criticized by Egypt for conducting secret negotiations with Israel, the
Sudanese government was quick to say that Egypt should be criticized for
restoring relations with Israel. In one of his interview to the Egyptian press,
Turabi said that he could not understand how ties with Israel could be good
while ties with Iran would be harmful. He repeatedly blamed Israel for
supporting the rebellion in southern Sudan and thus undermining the
country’s unity.” Moreover, he argued that it was largely due to the
existence of the Zionist lobby that the United States became hostile to
Islam. When asked whether his country provided an asylum to the radical
Hizballah, whose members were engaged in fighting Israel in Lebanon,
Turabi answered that ‘There is not a single Hizballah here. Not one.” This
was a day after Judith Miller had driven past Hizballah’s office in
Khartoum. Similarly, Turabi denied any connection with Hamas.”

When Israel and Egypt signed the Camp David accord, Sudanese officials
made it clear to their Egyptian counterparts that they did not approve of the
deal. However, later Nimeiri gave his approval to the agreement in an effort
to mend fences with Egypt. When the tension between Egypt and Sudan
mounted in the summer 1992, the Sudanese complained about Egyptian
interference in their domestic affairs. The Sudanese Official in-Charge of
Political Affairs, Ghazi Salah al-Din, told a journalist that a military
confrontation with Egypt was a real possibility. He expressed resentment
over Egypt’s alleged objection to Turabi’s inclusion in the National Islamic
Front, and added that his country did not criticize Egypt for its agreement
with Israel despite the fact that the agreement had ‘hurt us considerably’.”
When Egypt blamed Sudan for inciting Muslim fundamentalists against the
regime, the Sudanese government blamed Israel for seeking to prove
Sudan’s involvement in terrorist incidents in Egypt.* However, there is no
evidence to suggest that Israel was attempting to implicate Sudan in such
activities. According to a report by The Sunday Times of London, when
Sudan began fomenting an insurrection in Egypt, Israeli diplomats acted to
dampen its effect. Israel’s Foreign Minister was reported to have said,
‘Throughout history there have been violent episodes such as this and I
believe the Egyptian Government is well able to deal with it’.** Arafat was
reported to have adopted a similar attitude in an effort to lessen the tension
between the two countries.®

Reacting to the Jericho agreement, Abu Salih said that his government
supported the Palestinian decision to sign an accord with Israel. He added
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that his government concurred with the Arab League that the agreement
constituted only a first step toward achieving peace in the region.”
However, Bashir did not seem willing to change the hostile tune of his
speeches. In an interview with Nabil al-Sharif in Khartoum, he said that
Sudan supports the Palestinian struggle for self-determination and an
independent state, with Jerusalem as its capital. He added, that there should
not be normalization with Israel even if an agreement on the Palestinian
issue were reached, and recommended that the Intifada should continue
until all of Palestine was liberated. He even went to the extent of saying that
based on the Protocol of the Elders of Zion, Jews are capable of deceit, and
that one should not attempt to trust them without knowing about their
religious and cultural background.”® Yet despite these inflammatory
remarks, there were clear indications that the National Islamic Front was not
unanimous regarding the Israeli-Palestinian accord.” Notwithstanding the
hostile declarations, which emanated from Khartoum, the episodes of co-
operation with Israel continued. By the end of 1993 there were reports that
the two countries were engaged in co-operation in security matters. In a
report, which appeared in Al-Ahram, the author argued that Sudanese
security forces began co-operating with Mossad. The purpose of the
contacts was threefold: to involve Israel in a mediating role with the United
States, to pressure Israel to limit its aid to Garang and to obtain Israeli co-
operation in building dams and improving Sudan’s economy. The journalist
argued that in order to conceal the nature of this co-operation, Sudan used
South Africa as a third party.'® But the Sudanese government found it more
convenient to deny having any contacts with Israel. The official stand
remained the same all along, that Israel was the main obstacle to peace in
the region. After meeting Arafat on 29 December 1993, Bashir blamed
Israel for not doing enough for peace and said, ‘Israeli obstinacy must
become the determinant of Arab solidarity’.' The inflammatory rhetoric
emanating from Khartoum continued throughout the entire decade, and so
far the Bashir-Turabi regime had skilfully managed to utilize the anti-Israeli
sentiment to its own benefit.

A thorough examination of Sudan’s relations with Israel reveal that the
hostile statements, which emanated from Khartoum, had rarely matched its
actions and episodes of co-operation with Israel had existed from the very
beginning. The main cause of Sudan’s desire to contact Israel in the early
years was the fear of being incorporated into a greater Egypt. All along,
Sudanese leaders had proved capable of being exceptionally pragmatic. As
an Arab country, Sudan was under pressure to demonstrate its solidarity
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with the Arab world. The fear of Muslim radicals at home led the
government to intensify its verbal campaign against the Jewish State.
However, Sudan’s predicament as a war-torn country and the poor state of
its economy forced on the government the need to deal with Israel. The
frequent hostile statements of Sudanese officials were made primarily in
order to pacify the Arab states. Even the decision to send a contingent of
soldiers to fight alongside the Egyptians on the Suez Canal was taken
primarily in order to demonstrate solidarity with the Arab cause. The
Sudanese leaders never sought a direct conflict with Israel. They never
failed to appreciate Israel’s unusual technical ability, nor did they ignore the
fact that Israel had influence in Washington.

The episodes of Sudan’s co-operation with Israel can be attributed not
only to practical considerations, but also to the avaricious nature of some of
its leaders. Nimeiri’s willingness to co-operate with Israel in rescuing the
Falashas and to consider other Israeli grandiose plans was a quintessential
example of sheer greed.

From an Israeli viewpoint, it was essential to maintain contact with the
Sudanese government, as long as this was feasible. Sudan loomed large in
Ben-Gurion’s peripheral alliance scheme. And when the Sudanese
government no longer co-operated, Israel did not give up on the idea of
obtaining a foothold in a country, which it regarded as strategically
important. Israel began interfering in Sudanese affairs by supporting the
dissident southerners. This was done primarily to weaken Egypt’s southern
flank and to maintain presence in the Horn of Africa. Presence in southern
Sudan loomed so large in Israel’s security considerations that it was willing
to risk its relations with the African States.

The pragmatic approach displayed by the Sudanese government
becomes all the more obvious when one assesses its attitude toward the
peace process. The Bashir-Turabi regime has continuously vilified Israel.
Yet even this regime has demonstrated flexibility by accepting the Middle
East process and the Jericho agreement. From Khartoum’s viewpoint,
undermining Arafat could mean that other radical Palestinian groups
supported by Gaddafi could take control. In addition, the need to maintain
normal relations with Egypt and to have access to Washington had a
moderating effect on the Sudanese leadership.

Perhaps the reports which emanated from Cairo regarding Sudanese-
Israeli co-operation were exaggerated, but they clearly show that even the
militant government currently in control in Sudan is capable of reaching an
agreement with Israel when the benefits are sufficiently attractive. As for
the future of Sudanese-Israeli relations, one could assume that the
Bashir-Turabi regime would continue to denounce Israel, however, based
on the pragmatic approach, which both sides proved themselves capable of
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adopting in the past, the episodes of co-operation are likely to reappear in
the future.
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