Chapter Five
ESSCA-USA Engagement with Women
and Youth

Introduction

The Secretariats of Women and Youth Affairs are two important offices of ESSCA-
USA’s administrative and executive structure. Both offices played and continue
to play crucial roles in the lives of women, youth, and families in the United
States and beyond. This chapter delineates the vision, and mission of the two
offices, programs, and their achievements over the years. The chapter further
discusses some of the difficulties encountered by the two offices.

The Secretariat of Women Affairs is headed by two Executive Officers, the
Secretary, and the Deputy Secretary. The association’s Bylaws, article 7, sections
15 and 16 (page 23) describes the roles of the Secretary and Deputy Secretary
and the duties of both officers. The Bylaws stipulate that the Secretary “shall
be a liaison between the women of ESSCA-USA and the executive body and
shall deal with women and specified issues that affect Equatorian women. The
Secretary shall also foster and maintain a cohesive body of women and propose
and implement strategies that bring Equatorian women together.”

The Secretariat of Youth Affairs is headed by a Secretary, who is assisted by the
Deputy Secretary. Article 7, sections 17 & 18 of the Bylaws outline the roles and
duties of the Secretary and the Deputy Secretary of Youth Affairs as follows: The
Secretary shall be a liaison between the youth of ESSCA-USA and the executive
body. Additionally, the Secretary “shall deal with youth and specified issues
that affect Equatorian youth, shall foster and maintain a cohesive body of the
youth and shall propose and implement strategies that bring Equatorian youth
together.”®

The two Secretariats are discussed hereunder by outlining their goals, programs,
achievements, and shortcomings.

82 ESSCA-USA Bylaws, 2017, page 23, pp. 1-35.
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ESSCA-USA Secretariat of Women Affairs

The mission of ESSCA-USA’s Secretariat for Women Affair is to serve the needs
and interests of all women of Greater Equatoria Region in the United States
and South Sudan. It fosters progress, togetherness and peaceful coexistence
through empowerment, socio-cultural enrichment, and education of women.
Central to the women Secretariat’s mission as stipulated in a statement posted
on the association’s website is the word empowerment. Women’s empowerment
entails ensuring women’s rights to have access to resources and opportunities;
increasing their sense of self-worth and overcoming stigma; enhancing their
right to have decision-making power and to make choices and control their lives;
and bolster their ability to influence policies and effect social change. Certainly,
empowering women requires all stakeholders — women, men, elders, and policy
makers — to address various forms of inequalities and discrimination against
women. Acquisition of knowledge, skills, and awareness of one’s basic human
rights are some of the important tools for women’s empowerment. Through
formal education, women will be able to understand their rights, improve
their self-confidence and self-esteem, increase their employment opportunities,
and gain social status and respect within the family and community. Since its
inception, ESSCA-USA sought to empower women through education and
economic independence. By embarking on activities such as, awareness raising
programs, training, workshops, seminars, and conferences on issues pertaining to
women'’s conditions in the United States and the homeland; promoting women'’s
involvement in decision-making process; and encouraging women to engage in
entrepreneurship, etc., proves that ESSCA-USA takes the role of women in the
organization and society at large seriously. And that the association also strives
to achieve its goal of empowering women and girls.

Asmentioned in chapter one, women played a crucial role in the development and
success of the association since its formative years. For instance, on October 22,
1995, Rose Kara Atoo, welcomed Equatorian residents of Minnesota to her home
to meet, and greet and share ideas about organizing the Equatorian community.
In 2000, Lucy Kitoi Lomodong was tasked with writing the constitution of the
Equatorian Family in Kansas City, Missouri. Women such as Catherine Richard
and Josephine Robi were members of the organizing committee of the second
Equatorian conference / meeting in the Midwest held in Minneapolis, Minnesota,
in 2002.

It is worth noting that, scarcity of written material and documentation on the
Secretariat of Women Affairs represents a major obstacle in discussing its
activities and programs in the last two decades. Due to limited documentation,
the delineation of the Women'’s Secretariat draws heavily on the review of
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Panelists at the Sudanese Women’s Conference, in Des Moines, lowa on April 21, 2012.

existing conference proceedings and programs, minutes of meetings, event flyers,
workshops, and panel discussions, E2K archives, and informal conversations
with former office holders, to highlight the achievements and shortcomings of
the Secretariat. Like any other organization, the Secretariat of Women Affairs
underwent many changes since the formal formation of ESSCA-USA in 2003. Prior
to 2003, a Committee for Women Affairs was established in 2000 in Minnesota.
As discussed in chapter one, four women constituted the committee including
Victoria Kitap as Chairperson, Doris Yotoma, Vice Chairperson, Josephine Kenyi,
Secretary, and Catherine Richard as Secretary of Finance. Mary Wani served as
Secretary for Women Affairs following the formation of Equatorian Community
Association of South Dakota (ECA-SD). In 2002, the Equatorian Community in
Omaha, Nebraska selected Vicky Asao as Secretary of Finance, deputized by
Alice Gordon Sasa.

In 2003, the Secretariat was referred to as “Education, Women, and Social
Affairs” and was headed by Agnes Hassan Olwar. From 2005-2007, Rose Oduho
was appointed to head the Secretariat and deputized by Micklina Iboi Kenyi,
when Martin Abucha was the President of ESSCA-USA. During this period, the
Secretariat became known as the “Secretariat of Education, Women, Youth and
Social Affairs.” From 2011 to 2014, Dr. Jane Kani Edward served as Secretary of
Women and Youth Affairs. During this period, a separate Secretariat of Education
and Social Affairs was created following the amendment of the Bylaws in 2012.
Then in 2014, during Kwaje Lasu’s second term as President of the association, a
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Conference participants at the Sudanese Women'’s Conference, in Des Moines, lowa on April 21, 2012.

separate Secretariat for Youth Affairs was created, which continued until today.
From 2017-2019, Esterina Nako Bilal was appointed the Secretary for Women
Affairs and deputized by Lucy Lako, when Dr. Jane Kani Edward was elected
President of the association in 2017, in Atlanta, Georgia. Indeed, Equatorian
women have always contributed to the promotion of ESSCA-USA’s agenda and
often step up each time the association is in crisis. Women like Micklina Iboi Kenyi
(2009), Jane Abucha (2010), and Dr. Jane Kani Edward (2017) rescued ESSCA-
USA from collapse, when the leaders of the association mostly male, relinquished
their roles before completing their terms of office. Certainly, these women took
the helm of the association and steered it in the right direction and stability.

Empowering Equatorian Women

To fulfil its mandate of empowering women in Diaspora and in South Sudan,
the Women's Secretariat spearheaded several initiatives over the years. The
programs include, but are not limited to convening of women’s conferences;
organizing women’s workshops or panel discussions during ESSCA-USA annual
conferences; paper presentations on issues pertaining to women, youth, and
family by invited speakers; and writing of petitions condemning gender-based
abuses in South Sudan, etc.

Women’s Conferences and Workshops

The earliest initiative of empowering Equatorian women dates back to 2004,
when the Secretariat of Education, Women, and Social Affairs proposed the first
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From L to R. Rose Robert, Dr. Jane Kani Edward, Christine Gedim, and Jasinta Lejukole, at the Sudanese
women’s conference, in Des Moines, lowa on April 21, 2012.

Equatorian women’s conference, under the theme It’s a Women’s World Men Just
Live in it. The proposed two-day conference was supposed to discuss key topics
related to women'’s conditions in the United States and Sudan; ranging from
education, legal, and health issues, to how women see their role in post-conflict
Sudan, and what capacity do women have to play leadership role.® However,
based on verbal conversations with the former Secretary of Education, Women,
and Social Affairs, Agnes Hassan Olwar, the conference did not take place due
to unforeseen reasons. However, despite the fact that the conference was not
convened, it can be emphasized that the association and its female officers were
conscious of the need to empower women and girls.

During the sixth ESSCA-USA Annual Conference in Phoenix, Arizona, in 2006,

% Women's Conference days 1 & 2, July 9, 2004, prepared by Lucy Kitoi Lomodong, ESCA-USA
Secretary of Information, 2004.
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Participants at ESSCA-USA women’s conference on November 17, 2018 in Kansas City, Missouri.

the Education, Women, Youth and Cultural Affairs office organized a women
and youth workshop. During the workshop, the Secretary and the Deputy
Secretary, Rose Oduho and Micklina Iboi Kenyi, respectively, expressed their
interest in working with women in all sixteen states that have organized ESSCA-
State Offices. They explained that in Colorado [where both reside], through the
Lost Girls of Sudan Scholarship Program under the leadership of the Deputy
Secretary, the office was able to sponsor six Equatorian refugee girls from Kenya
to the United States in 2005. Due to their success in bringing the six girls and
noting the difficulties many Equatorian women and youth in the United States
experience, the officers proposed three programs to be accomplished in 2007. The
programs as explained in chapter three, included: 1) Organizing a Women and
Youth conference in May 2007 in Denver, Colorado, slated to address suicide
among Equatorians in Diaspora, prevalence of divorce cases among Equatorian
families, and underage and youth drinking issues.** 2) Continue to work with the
Deputy Secretary’s scholarship program that sponsored the Lost Girls of Sudan

8 ESSCA-USA Sixth Annual Conference Report, Phoenix, Arizona, September 2-3, 2006,
prepared by Robert Simbe and Lado Boyo II, 2006, page 6, pp. 1-44

130 ESSCA-USA From Cradle to Present



Engagement with Women and Youth

i e o

gl s

Participants at ESSCA-USA Women’s Conference on November 17, 2018 in Kansas City, Missouri.

and expand it, and 3) Create awareness of what is happening to Equatorians in
the Diaspora.

In keeping with their promise during the 2006 ESSCA-USA Annual Conference,
the first women and youth conference was held in Denver, Colorado on May
20-27, 2007, under the theme Beyond Gender: Equatorian Women with a Vision. The
Secretary and her Deputy played instrumental role in the planning and organizing
the conference. Similarly, women such as Anida Magaya, Agnes Hilary, and other
members of sub-committee of the organizing committee played a major role in
publicizing the conference through E2K and other online forums. Participants
from nineteen states of the United States as well as from abroad attended the
conference. Topics discussed during the conference included life insurance
and its significance; immigration laws and cultural adjustment; literacy and
continuing education; leadership; child discipline and domestic violence; health
issues; sexual harassment; sustainable development; adolescent development
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Participants at ESSCA-USA Women’s Conference on November 17, 2018 in Kansas City, Missouri.

and health concerns; nutrition; aging; and women and politics.®

In 2008, the Secretariat of Education, Women, Youth, and Cultural Affairs held a
women and youth workshop in Buffalo, New York, on May 25, 2008 when Agnes
Hilary was the Secretary. The workshop deliberated on the following key issues:
parents’ relationship with youth, the role of Equatorian community leaders,
financial issues, and cultural dilemma particularly for youth or the second
generation who are caught between two cultures — the American mainstream
culture and South Sudan/African cultural heritage of their parents or the older
generation. The workshop proposed nine resolutions outlined in a report titled
“ESSCA-USA Women and Youth Workshop Report and Resolutions.”

% Equatorian Sudanese Women Association — USA Conference Flyer, 2007; see also Equatoria
Sudanese Women Association-USA, First Women’s Conference Call for Paper, Saturday, May 26,
2007 and Sunday, May 27, 2007, Denver, Colorado.

8¢ ESCA-USA Women and Youth Workshop Report and Resolutions, 2008, pp. 1-9.
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Participants at ESSCA-USA Women’s Conference on November 17, 2018 in Kansas City, Missouri.

Prior to the 12th ESSCA-USA Annual Conference in 2012, the Secretary of
Women and Youth Affairs in collaboration with ESSCA-Iowa women’s office and
American Friends of Sudanese women, planned a two-day women’s conference
in Des Moines, Iowa to discuss critical issues and challenges facing Sudanese
women and their families in the United States. Held on April 20-21, 2012 under
the theme Education, Economic Independence and Women’s Empowerment, the
conference brought together over 50 Sudanese women, their American friends,
and a few Sudanese men. Although most participants were from Iowa, other
attendees and panelists came from states such as Nebraska, Utah, New Jersey,
and Maryland. The conference, hosted by Equatorian Sudanese Community
Association in Iowa (ESSCA-IA) under the leadership of Dr. Henry Lejukole, was
organized by women in the Executive Committee of ESSCA-IA and other women
representing various communities of South Sudan and Sudan; assisted by the
Soroptimist of Des Moines, a volunteer service organization for women. The
conference attendees emphasized the importance of education as key to women'’s
success and wellbeing of their families in the United States. Fifteen panelists
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and presenters discussed some of the social, economic, and cultural challenges
facing Sudanese communities in the US and explored strategies and options
for women’s empowerment. The topics discussed included: the importance of
women’s education; financial management; coping with domestic violence and
alcoholism; grieving: an individual journey; parenting issues: challenges of
disciplining children and coping with teenagers, and human trafficking.®”

On November 17, 2018, the Secretariats of Women Affairs, and Education and
Social Affairs jointly convened a women’s conference in Kansas City, Missouri,
under the theme Empowering Equatorian Women in Diaspora. The conference
brought together women from the state of Missouri and other states such as
Texas, South Dakota, New Jersey, and Nebraska, to discuss issues pertaining
to women’s empowerment, families, and children in the United States. Some
of the topics discussed included: encouraging women to maintain families and
nurture children; addressing the needs of mothers, children, and orphans in
refugee camps; the experiences of single parents; and promotion of unity among
Equatorian women.* Regina Jacob, a leading figure among the Equatorian
community in Kansas City, Missouri presented a paper on How Women can
maintain Strong Families and Relationship with their Children. She argued that women
are the pioneers of nations and sustainers of growth in any given society. That,
women fought for their rights, worked hard for equal rights and treatment, and
achieved great strides in the fields of science, politics, literature, and sports. She
further noted that women are the key to sustainable development and quality of
life in the family; and they manage rural economies as men migrate to cities. In
conclusion, she emphasized the importance of women working together to change
their lives, families, and societies, arguing that the power each woman brings to
the collective is a wonderful testimony to the power of working together. That
together, women can make things happen, and together, they can create a very
positive transformation in women’s own lives and community at large. The work
that women are able to do with their own resources and partnering with others,
such as their husbands, brothers, and friends is very powerful. She encouraged
participants to work together to make Equatorian families stronger.®

87 Sudanese Women'’s Conference in Iowa: A Brief Narrative Report, 2012, pp, 1-3. The report
was prepared by Jane Kani Edward, then Secretary of Women and Youth Affairs, ESSCA-USA,
(Appendix 19).

8 ESSCA-USA Women’s Conference Program, Kansas City, MO. November 2018.

% See Regina Jacob, “How women can maintain strong families and relationship with their chil-
dren,” paper presented at ESSCA-USA women’s Conference, Kansas City, MO. November 17,
2018.

134 ESSCA-USA From Cradle to Present



Engagement with Women and Youth

Participants at ESSCA-USA Women'’s Conference on November 17, 2018 in Kansas City, Missouri.

Similarly, on March 30, 2019 the Women, and Education and Social Affairs
Secretariats jointly organized women’s conference in Jacksonville, Florida,
under the same theme of the 2018 women’s conference mentioned above. The
conference brought together women, men, and youth across the United States
to address aspects related to education, women’s empowerment, parenting,
and other issues of concern to the Equatorian women, children, and youth in
particular, and the Equatorian community in general, and recommended ways
for successful future, especially for the younger generation. The conference was
opened by the President of ESSCA-Florida Mr. Sebit Livio, followed by a word of
encouragement from the representative of women in Florida, Mama Sarah. The
Deputy Secretary of Women Affairs, Lucy Lako and the Secretary of Education
and Social Affairs, Falabia Edward presented on their roles and the importance
of women'’s roles in educating children. The President of ESSCA-USA Dr.
Jane Kani Edward presented on the role of ESSCA-USA in the community, its
programs, and the association’s efforts to empower women over the years. Two
main panels were held during the one-day conference. The first presentation by
Regina Jacob, titled How Women can Maintain Strong Families and Relationship with
Children, analyzed the various roles of a woman including wife, mother, leader,
administrator, and manager of the family income. The second presentation by
Pastor Suzy Hannah, titled Challenges Facing Youth in the United States, identified
three obstacles facing youth in America namely, the family, the crisis of culture and
identity problem, and proposed pathways on how to overcome such difficulties

ESSCA-USA From Cradle to Present 135



_ Engagement with Women and Youth

Participants at ESSCA-USA women'’s conference, in Jacksonville, Florida on March 30, 2019.

from a religious perspective. ESSCA-USA Secretary of Finance Josephine Labib
presented on the association’s finances and the importance of membership fee
payment to ensure effective functioning of the association. She encouraged
members to pay their membership fees to the President of ESSCA in the state of
Florida. The men in attendance also expressed their views about the conference
and offered encouragements to the participants. They included, Dr. Pius Swaka,
Mr. Fred Otim, and Mr. Philip Gore. The men’s comments were followed by a
question-and-answer session. Some female youth in attendance also spoke on
the relationships between parents and children urging parents to listen to their
children’s concerns, and what youth in America could do to help children in
refugee camps in Uganda. It was resolved that two conference will be held each
year on the following dates — fundraising in October 2019, and third women’s
conference in March 2020.

Women’s Panel Discussions and Workshops during ESSCA-USA Annual
Conferences

Over the years, the Secretariat of Women Affairs took advantage of the association’s
annual conferences that often bring together many participants across the United
States, Canada, and South Sudan, to organize panel discussions and workshops
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that address issues specific to women and families. During the 2012 ESSCA-USA
Annual Conference held in Greensboro, North Carolina, the Women’s Secretariat
organized a women’s workshop titled Strengthening Women’s Collective Action
for better Equatoria. The panelists Sunday Taabu Chairperson, ESSCA North
Carolina, and Dr. Jane Kani Edward, ESSCA-USA’s Secretary of Women & Youth
Affairs discussed strategies for strengthening women’s collective actions for
better Equatoria. According to the panelists, women in South Sudan in general
and Equatoria in particular, are not a homogenous group. Rather they are
differentiated based on their ethnicity, region, religion, social status, educational
level, and other forms of social difference. However, despite these differences,
there are common societal and cultural aspects that bind and affect women
similarly regardless of their differences. For example, customs and traditions
of South Sudan affect women similarly across ethnic, regional and class lines.
Illiteracy rate is highest among women in South Sudan as compared to men.
Additionally, the gendered division of labor in South Sudan places heavy burden
on women'’s shoulders. For example, much of agricultural work in rural areas
in South Sudan is done by women. In the Diaspora, women to a greater extent
are responsible for most of household responsibilities, in addition to their paid
work outside the home. Furthermore, majority of women who work outside the
household contribute substantial amount of their monthly income to cover the
financial needs of the household both in America and in South Sudan.”

The panel examined the following questions: what are the main issues of concern
to women? What programs should women embark on? And how can women as
well as men strengthen ESSCA-USA’s Secretariat of Women and Youth Affairs?
Participants provided several responses, which are summarized hereafter. One
of the issues dealt with in details was the need to recognize women'’s role during
the liberation struggle. It was noted that, because of their contribution women are
accorded a 25% (now 35%) representation in all levels of government to redress
the ills of the past.”

Regarding how women and men can strengthen ESSCA-USA’s Secretariat of
Women and Youth Affairs, it was proposed that, women should involve men

% 12th ESSCA-USA Annual Conference Report, Greensboro, North Carolina, August 31st —
September 2nd, 2012, pages 8 & 9, pp. 1-44.

! The 35% of women's representation in all levels of government was proposed and included
in the Revitalized Agreement on the Resolution of Conflict in South Sudan (R-ARCSS), singed
in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, on September 12, 2018. https:/ /igad.int/ programs/115-south-sudan-
office/ 1950-signed-revitalized-agreement-on-the-resolution-of-the-conflict-in-south-sudan  last
accessed on June 13, 2019.
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Participants at ESSCA-USA women'’s conference, in Jacksonville, Florida on March 30, 2019.

in their struggle for change and emancipation. That, women should work in
collaboration with men rather than in opposition. It was argued that “men are
the best advocates for women.” During the discussion also, some participants
identified some of the problems facing women of all ages, particularly in South
Sudan. These include disunity among women; lack of education or high illiteracy
rates among women; the use of girls as compensation to settle family disputes (a
practice prevalent in Eastern Equatoria State); early and arranged marriages; and
other socio-cultural practices regarded harmful and discriminatory to women.
Some of the suggested solutions to women'’s concerns included: the involvement
of women in South Sudan constitutional review process, to ensure that women'’s
fundamental rights and freedom are not compromised. That women need to
review the Transitional Constitution of South Sudan to identify some of the
provision that affect women'’s lives directly and to make the necessary changes
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to safeguard women’s interests.*>

During the fifteenth ESSCA-USA Annual Conference held in Louisville, Kentucky,
from September 5-6, 2015, the Secretariat of Women Affairs organized a women'’s
session to focus specifically on issues of concern to women. The session was
moderated by Esterina Nako Bilal and Dr. Jane Kani Edward. The discussions
were guided by a number of questions prepared by the Secretariat prior to the
meeting. The main themes covered included: women’s conditions in North
America; women and families in North America; what does the 2015 theme of the
conference — Awake Equatoria mean to women, women'’s perspectives on the IGAD-
Plus Compromise Peace Agreement for the Resolution of Conflict in the Republic
of South Sudan (ARCSS) signed in 2015, and ways of building partnerships with
women in South Sudan. Some of the difficulties facing women in the United
States discussed in length included: work and women'’s lives; women’s work
outside the family and its impact on children’s wellbeing; prevalence of divorce
among Equatorians; the impact of divorce on children; stigmatization of single
mothers; work, family responsibilities and women'’s health; difficulty managing
or disciplining children in America; social media, television, peer pressure, and
their impact on children’s behavior; challenges facing women organizing and
collective action in America; and creation of partnerships between women in
Diaspora and those in South Sudan. After extensive deliberations, the women
proposed several recommendations to address the challenges facing women in
the United States. Some of the 2015 ESSCA-USA conference resolutions focused
specifically on women concerns, such as women’s leadership, education,
economic empowerment, and convening of a women’s annual conference to
address the needs and aspirations of women in the United States, and to establish
linkages with women in South Sudan.”

In 2016, during the sixteenth ESSCA-USA Annual Conference in Minneapolis,
Minnesota, the Women secretariat organizing a panel discussion on Women's
Perspectives on Security and Economic Situation in Equatoria, South Sudan. The panel
explored security and economic conditions affecting Equatorian women in South
Sudan and in the Diaspora and identified practical ways of effecting tangible
change. The panel addressed the following three interrelated questions: What
are the security and economic challenges facing women in South Sudan? How do

92 12th ESSCA-USA Annual Conference Report, Greensboro, North Carolina, August 31st —
September 2nd, 2012, pages 9 & 10, pp. 1-44.

% ESSCA-USA 15th Annual Conference, Louisville, Kentucky, September 5-6, 2015, Women
Session Report, pp. 1-10, November 2015. Prepared by Jane Kani Edward, former Secretary of
Women Affairs, ESSCA-USA.
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insecurity and economic crisis in Equatoria affect women'’s lives in the Diaspora?
And in what ways could women effect real change? Or what should women in the
Diaspora do to change the situation? Two panelists Josephine Labib and Agnes
Nyoka Peter Lokule offered their perspectives on the topics under discussion.
The panelists’ presentations were followed by question-and-answer session.
Similarly, Ms. Rita Martin Lopidia, President of the Eve Organization, who came
from South Sudan, presented a paper titled Women in Action: Building Tomorrow’s
Leaders, which addressed ways of how to nurture future women leaders for South
Sudan.**

During the seventeenth ESSCA-USA Annual Conference in Atlanta, Georgia in
2017, a workshop for women was held. The workshop was one of the concurrent
workshops during the conference. The other two workshops were for men and
the youth. The workshops were intended to garner the perspectives of the three
groups on causes of disunity among Equatorians and their suggestions on how to
forge unity and collective understanding among Equatorians in the Diaspora and
in the homeland. Each workshop addressed similar set of questions that were
prepared to guide the overall discussion of the conference theme. The questions
covered a range of topics including, causes of disunity among Equatorians, how
to repair and sustain the unity of Equatorians, can Equatorians work together for
peace and development, and the role of Equatorian in Diaspora’s organizations
in addressing the crisis of refugees and internally displaced persons.”

Similarly, to promote women’s engagement with ESSCA-USA, and ensure their
empowerment, the association often invite prominent women such as South
Sudan parliamentarians, academics, and professionals, to make presentations
on issues of critical concern to women’s advancement. For instance, during the
ninth ESSCA-USA Annual Conference in Salt Lake City, Utah, in 2009, Hon.
Sabina Dario Lokolong was invited to present on important topics related to
women and Equatorians in general. As noted in chapter three, she addressed the
attendees on the importance of the unity of Equatorians, arguing that Equatorians
lack unity of purpose and leadership. She further noted that Equatorians have
a great history dating back to the Juba Conference of 1947. She urged people
to revitalize this kind of history and that the Comprehensive Peace Agreement
(CPA) singed in 2005, was an opportunity for Equatorians and South Sudanese

% The 16th ESSCA-USA Annual Conference Program, September 3rd — 4th, Minneapolis,
Minnesota, 2016.

% ESSCA-USA 17th Annual Conference, Atlanta, GA., September 2nd -3rd, 2017 Final Narrative
Report, May 21, 2018, pp. 1-44 for details on the workshop’s outcome. Prepared by Jane Kani
Edward, President, ESSCA-USA.
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in general to determine their destiny. She also reiterated that in the history of
Sudan, Equatorians are known for their heroic bravery and historic contributions
in the struggle for justice and accountability. She contended that, Equatorians
should stand strong and united to confront the challenges facing them.*

During the eleventh ESSCA-USA Annual Conference in Denver, Colorado, 2011,
several prominent Equatorian women participated in panel sessions, group
discussions, or presented research papers on issues pertaining to women'’s
empowerment. In a panel titled Where are Youth and Equatorian Women, the
panelists reminded the conference participants of the significant impact women
make when they campaign for social change. That, women’s engagement, and
struggle for equality should continue in post-independence South Sudan, and
women should critically look into building their capacities and strengthen
their base in order to become effective leaders.” Several other female speakers
presented their perspectives on women'’s political, and economic empowerment,
and women’s value. For example, a paper on Women and political participation
in South Sudan was presented by Dr. Jane Kani Edward. The paper discussed
obstacles to women’s political participation ranging from cultural practices
and perceptions, gendered division of labor, customary laws, high illiteracy
rates among women, women differentiated personal locations, and women
themselves. The paper further proposed opportunities and way forward for
women’s empowerment and gender equality. It called for the development of
women’s platform or women’s agenda for the next 5-10 years to address both
strategic and practical gender interests. In the process of developing the women'’s
agenda, women need to identify some of the customary, legal, cultural, political,
and economic obstacles to women advancement in South Sudan.”®

To counter the common misconception that Equatorians did not participate in
the liberation of South Sudan, Dr. Jane Kani Edward during the 14th ESSCA-
USA Annual Conference in Des Moines, Iowa, in 2014 presented a paper titled
Present but Overlooked: Equatorians and South Sudan Liberation Struggles — 1955-
2005. She drew attention to the often ignored and denied aspects of the liberation
struggles to provide insights into the sacrifices and contributions of Equatorians

% The 9th ESCA-USA Annual Conference Report Summary, September 5-6, 2009, Salt Lake City,
Utah, 2009, pp. 1-27. Prepared by John Omunu, then Secretary General, ESCA-USA.

7 ESSCA-USA Conference Report, Day 2, 2011, pp. 1-22. Prepared by John Omunu, then Secre-
tary General of the association.

% Jane Kani Edward, “women and political participation in South Sudan,” Sudan Tribune (Sep-
tember 7, 2011), page 2, pp. 1-3. http:/ /www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?iframe&page=im-
primable&id_article=40086
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ESSCA-USA Education and Social Affairs Secretary, Falabia Edward, and Youth Secretary, Noel Lako, at the
Students and Youth conference in Lansing, Michigan, on July 29, 2018.

in general, and women in particular to the independence of South Sudan. The
paper emphasized activities occurring at the home-front and other social spaces
during war time. The main arguments of the paper are two-fold: 1) that, women
represent half the population of South Sudan, maintained families, and preserved
communities and traditions, amid war, hardships, and uncertainty. Women were
and still are the pillars and backbone of South Sudan society. 2) That, all people
of South Sudan from the more than sixty ethnicities and from different walks
of life were participants and contributors to the struggles for the independence
and freedom of South Sudan. The paper counters the conventional view and the
drive by some sectors of South Sudan society to exclude, marginalize, dismiss,
and deny the sacrifices and contributions of women and other ethnic groups in
the fight against oppression, discrimination, and marginalization. In conclusion,
the presenter argued that, for the voices of Equatorians to be heard, and their
sacrifices and contributions to the liberation of South Sudan to be reflected in the
national discourse of the country, Equatorian scholars need to write their own
history of liberation and must engage in the national conversation regarding
the national identity of the country. Other women such as Hon. Grace Abalang,
and Ms. Catherine Dudu Kenyi, wife of Dr. Pacifico L. Lolik, and founder of an
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Australia-based “Mamaland Hope for Future Foundation” among others made
remarks on their experiences, as a female politician and a community organizer,
respectively.”

Other programs initiated by the Women Secretariat include creation of women
only online forum to discuss women’s issues and concerns, and to allow women
to share and express their views freely. The first online forum for Equatorian
women was created in 2007 by the Women’s Secretariat under the leadership
of Rose Oduho. However, the forum ceased shortly after its formation due to
lack of women’s participation in the forum and other challenges. The Secretariat
in collaboration with ESSCA-USA Executive, occasionally publish petitions, or
press statement on pertinent issues affecting women, such as sexual harassment,
gender-based abuses, or work in conjunction with the main office to address
these issues on the E2K online forum.

Accomplishments and Challenges

Drawing from the above, it can be argued that the Secretariat of Women Affairs
is able to bring women’s issues and concerns to the fore front of the discussions
about Equatoria and South Sudan. It did so through organizing women or
women and youth conferences, inviting women speakers to present papers
on issues relating to women, as well as influencing people’s views about the
critical role of women and girls in the development of Equatorian families and
societies in the United States and in the homeland. However, over the years, the
Secretariat encountered, and continue to experience many challenges that hinder
its effectiveness and accomplishment of its programs. Difficulties of organizing
women at the state level, especially mobilizing women to attend teleconference
meetings to discuss women'’s issues is a major problem facing the Secretariat.
Women's varying work schedules is another challenge to get women to attend
teleconference meetings, or actively participate in it. Financial difficulties are
other obstacles for the Secretariat to carry out its activities effectively. Similarly,
women reluctance to respond to either email messages or phone calls made
it very difficult to dessiminate information, or to learn about the concerns of
women in various states. Differences and misunderstanding between and among
women sometimes hinder the process of mobilizing women to work together
at the state or national level. However, despite the challenges, the Secretariat is
pushing ahead in promoting women’s rights and interests in the United States
and beyond.

% ESSCA-USA 14th Annual Conference Report, 2014, pp. 1-43.
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ESSCA-USA Secretariat of Youth Affairs

The Secretariat of Youth Affairs as a separate office within ESSCA-USA was
created in 2014 during the second term of Kwaje Lasu’s Presidency. The first
Secretary of Youth Affairs was Nelson Ungang and was deputized by Agnes
Silvestro. With the departure of Mr. Ungang in late 2015, Ms. Silvestro assumed
the leadership of the Secretariat as Acting Secretary. Prior to 2014, the Youth
Affairs was merged with Education, Women, and Social Affairs. Consequently,
youth concerns were discussed within the overall context of education, women,
and social issues. Certainly, ESSCA-USA takes the role and concerns of the young
people seriously. Youth are the future leaders not only of the association but of
Equatoria and South Sudan as well. The earliest initiative of promoting youth
issues dates back to 2004, when a paper on Empowering the Youth, was presented
by Lino Lokonobei, during the fourth ESCA-USA annual conference, held in
Des Moines, Iowa, discussed in chapter three. The paper focused on the role and
place youth occupy in the Sudanese society, and in particular, their impact on
the legacy of the SPLM struggle for peace and freedom. On their support for
the liberation struggle, Lokonobei argued that the youth in Sudan contributed
tremendously, particularly in the home front by assuming the roles and duties
of their parents who were fighting in the war front. That, young people were
helping their mothers in the household chores, tended animals, raised crops, and
carried out other responsibilities usually performed by adults.!®

Over the years ESSCA-USA continued to advocate for and promote youth
interests and aspirations through organizing youth workshops and panels
during its Annual Conferences or organizing youth and students’ conferences
as well. The education, women and youth conferences discussed in the previous
section incorporated topics related to youth concerns as well. During the 12th
ESSCA-USA annual conference in Greensboro, North Carolina, in 2012, a panel
on Challenges Facing Equatorian Youth in America, was organized by the Secretariat
of Women and Youth Affairs under the leadership of Dr. Jane Kani Edward.

Two panelists, Dominic Surur and Daud Repent, discussed the main challenges
facing Equatorian youth in the United States. Some of the challenges they
outlined included: stresses of life in America experienced by some youth;
miscommunication between youth and adults or their parents; issues of HIV/
AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases (STDs); the negative media
representation of South Sudan which negatively impact youth’s attitudes in
Diaspora toward South Sudan; the disconnect between parents and children,

10 Fourth Annual Equatorian Conference Report, September 4-5, 2004, pp. 1-45.
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ESSCA-USA Education and Social Affairs Secretary, Falabia Edward, at the Students and Youth Conference
in Lansing, Michigan.on July 29, 2018.

partly attributed to parents” work schedules; lack of parental and community
involvement in children’s and youth’s lives; the clash of two cultures — American
and South Sudanese cultures and how it affects youth choices in life.

According to the panelists, the impacts of these problems severely affect the life of
female youth in particular. As a result, some young girls are sometimes subjected
to early and unwanted pregnancies, and other gender-based difficulties, which
in turn affect their chances of continuing and completing their education. They
further noted that, parents’ absence and disengagement from their children
sometimes push many of these youth to seek support and attention from
strangers; a situation that often puts youths’ lives in jeopardy and exposes them
to difficult conditions. The panelists called upon parents and adults to step up
to the challenge and become involve in the lives of their children and youth, and
to be responsible parents and adults. The panel generated animated discussion
where participants raised questions and provided some suggestion to address
the problems.'"!

101 12th ESSCA-USA Annual Conference Report, Greensborough, North Carolina, August 31st —
September 2nd, 2012, pages 10 & 11, pp. 1-43.
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ESSCA-USA Youth at the Students and Youth conference in Lansing, Michigan, on July 29, 2018. Seated L
to R Education and Social Affairs Secretary, Falabia Edward; Parent volunteer, Ezbon; and Youth Secretary,
Noel Lako.

Following up on the discussions during the youth workshop at the 12th ESSCA-
USA Annual Conference in 2012 in North Carolina, in 2013, the theme of the
13th ESSCA-USA Annual Conference in Lansing, Michigan, 2013 Empowering and
Investing in Equatorian Youth, was meant to position youth issues and interests at the
center of the association’s programs. Topics discussed included education, youth
personal growth, social, political, and cultural groupings, parental responsibility
and involvement in children’s education, and financial responsibilities and
management.'?

Aspiring to make ESSCA-USA Annual Conferences interactive, and to garner the
perspectives of participants to inform the association’s policies and programs,
ESSCA-USA modified its conference format to include breakout workshops
of women, men, and youth. The newly adopted format was also intended to
allow those who might be uncomfortable sharing their views and experiences,
(particularly women) on gender sensitive issues to be able to do so freely. The first
breakout workshops were held during the 15th ESSCA-USA Annual Conference

102 ESSCA-USA 13th ESSCA-USA Annual Conference Program, Lansing, Michigan, September 2013.

146 ESSCA-USA From Cradle to Present



Engagement with Women and Youth _

in Louisville, Kentucky, in 2015. Some of the resolutions of the 2015 conference
pertaining to youth emphasized investing in youth education and leadership
roles and youth participation in ESSCA-USA conferences. On youth engagement
with the association, it was resolved that, High School and College Students,
ages 16 to 21 years old, should be encouraged to attend ESSCA-USA conferences
by offering them discounted registration fees. On leadership, the conference
called for preparing and training youth to lead in their respective communities;
and to participate in local, state, and federal governments in the United States
and South Sudan. On education, it was decided that: 1) a scholarship fund for
Equatorian students living in the United States should be establish; and the
number and gender of the recipients will be selected equally from each of three
Equatoria States — Central, Eastern and Western Equatoria; and 2) investment in
the education of girls and women for a better future and development of South
Sudan. On women and youth, the following were agreed on: a) ESSCA-USA
Youth Office should organize annual conferences to address the needs of youth in
the United States, and to encourage their participation in civic engagements and
activities in their respective states; b) establishment of mentorship and internship
programs for youth in coordination with ESSCA state offices; and c) development
of after-school-programs and support centers for elementary, middle and high
school students in states with active ESSCA office.!®

In September 2016, the Secretariat of Youth Affairs under the leadership of
Agnes Silvestro, organized a youth panel during the 16th ESSCA-USA Annual
Conference in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Several youths presented papers on the
vision and mission of youth in the Unites States and in South Sudan. The main
focus of the panel was on the role of youth, security, and economic development
in Equatoria. Unfortunately, it was during this panel that the youth office declared
its independence from ESSCA-USA main office.!™ Details about the reasons
that led to this departure are discussed below under the sub-section entitled
“Relationship with the Executive.”

In 2017, a youth workshop was organized during the seventeenth ESSCA-USA
Annual Conference, held in Atlanta, Georgia. Similar to the women’s and men’s
workshop, the youth workshop focused on the same questions that guided the
overall proceedings of the conference, which focused mainly on disunity and
how to regain and sustain unity among Equatorians in general, and youth in
particular. On the causes of disunity among Equatorians, the youth identified

105 ESSCA-USA 15th Annual Conference Resolutions, September 6th, 2015, pp. 1-2.

104 The 16th ESSCA-USA Annual Conference Program, September 3rd — 4th, Minneapolis,
Minnesota, 2016.
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lack of communication, tribalism, illiteracy, tribal supremacy, leaders’ pursuit
of personal interests, negative ethnicity, lack of resources, and having subjective
attitudes toward each other, as the major reasons for disunity.

To repair the fractured unity of Equatorians, restoration of culture and dialogue,
emphasis on common ground, holding leaders accountable, and the importance of
resolving intergenerational conflicts were emphasized. The youth also proposed
ways for Equatorians to work together for peace and development, one of which
was the sense of urgency and the need to work together to address the difficulties
facing Equatorians and South Sudan. On the role of the Equatorian Diaspora
organizations in addressing the crisis of refugees in Uganda; the participants
stressed the need to organize fundraising drives through ESSCA-USA and making
of monthly contributions. They further urged ESSCA-USA to partner with other
non-profit organization to help refugees.'®

The eighteenth ESSCA-USA Annual Conference held in Omaha, Nebraska, in
2018, was one of the gatherings that witnessed an elevated engagement of youth
on both days of the conference. On the first day, four youth made an informative
and thoughtful presentation” on the challenges of intergenerational relationship
among South Sudanese in the United States; and proposed pathways on how to
improve relations between parents and their children. In a presentation, titled
Compromising as One, the panelists Diana Tombe, Jacob Idra, Walter Paul, and
Jada Loro discussed the concept of compromise which entails “agreement and
understanding that favors both parties,” and issues related to gender roles
and expectations, and the impact of mental health on people’s wellbeing. The
panelists emphasized the importance of bridging between the older and younger
generations through family and cultural history, and conversation.!'® On the
second day of the conference, two female participants who attended the youth
and Students conference held in Lansing, Michigan on July 29, 2018, presented
their perspectives on intergenerational relations through poem reading and
presentation. The presenters emphasized the importance of the younger
generation in the future of ESSCA-USA and South Sudan.

Similarly, the secretariats of Education and Social Affairs, and Youth Affairs
under the leadership of Falabia Edward and Noel Lako, respectively, presented
on the outcome of the youth and students conference mentioned above, which

105 ESSCA-USA 17th Annual Conference, Atlanta, Georgia, September 2nd -3rd, 2017 Final
Narrative Report, May 21, 2018, pages 23 & 24, pp. 1-44. Prepared by Jane Kani Edward,
President ESSCA-USA.

%6 Diana Tombe, Jacob Idra, Walter Paul, and Jada Loro, “Compromise as One,” Power Point
Presentation, 18th ESSCA-USA Annual Conference, Omaha, Nebraska, September 1, 2018.
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was jointly organized by the two Secretariats. The students and youth conference
provided a forum for the participants to learn about the geography of South
Sudan and the Equatoria region; discussed challenges facing the youth; reflected
on cultural, relational, and personal issues; and suggest new ways of how ESSCA-
USA could address youth concerns. The conference also proposed two activities
to be accomplished: 1) the creation of Equatorian Students’ Union in USA, and 2)
to collect statistical data of students and youth in USA.1”

Besides participation in annual conferences, other activities of the youth office
included writing press statements on issues pertaining to youth and South
Sudan in general. For instance, on January 25, 2015 the youth office published a
press statement calling for the boycott of the 2015 presidential election in South
Sudan. It cited continuous civil war, insecurity, targeted killing of civilians, power
struggle within the SPLM ruling party, and lack of official and credible Census as
grounds for the call to boycott the election.'®

Relations with the Executive

Like any other community organization, ESSCA-USA is not immune to internal
strife or misunderstanding among members of the Executive. Preserving the
collective or aspiration for autonomy are some of the struggles that leaders have
to contend with. This situation emerged within the association in 2015 when the
Secretary of Youth Affairs, Nelson Ungang, felt that youth concerns were/are not
always addressed by the main office. One of the dissatisfactions of the youth office
during that time was the assumption that very little was done to empower youth
and encourage them to participate in ESSCA-USA and community activities.
Lack of urgency from the association’s leadership, particularly the President, in
responding to youth requests and concerns such as reviewing the draft of youth’s
press release noted above, and the approval to open a separate Youth Affairs
bank account independent from ESSCA-USA bank account, were cited as other
reasons for their disappointments. In a meeting between youth and then President
of ESSCA-USA Kwaje Lasu and Benjamin Okuka, then Secretary General, in Des
Moines, Iowa, at the sideline of the 14th ESSCA-USA Annual Conference in 2014,
the youth raised their concerns again, and warned the President that if he fails
to act on their demands mentioned above, the youth will decide to leave the
main office and organize themselves “under an independent group, to eliminate

107-18th ESSCA-USA Annual Conference program, September 1st — 2nd, 2018, Omaha, Nebraska.

108 Equatorian Youth in America Call for Boycott of the 2015 Presidential Election, January 25,
2015, pp. 1-2. Prepared by Neslon Ungang, then, Secretary of Youth Affairs, ESSCA-USA
(Appendix 20).

ESSCA-USA From Cradle to Present 149



_ Engagement with Women and Youth

the need for approval of the President or ESSCA-USA Executive and Board of
Directors of their activities.””

As a result, on April 1, 2015, the youth office communicated with the main office
requesting the creation of the youth bank account. A second letter was sent on July
28, 2015 to the association’s leadership. In the letter the Secretary of Youth argued
that, “[h]aving a separate youth account would lessen the amount of responsibility
on the main office regarding third party signatory in making funds available for
particular programs. This [according to him] will also avoid unnecessary delays in
program implementation as a result of third party. [That] the youth [office] would
welcome the involvement of the main office in reviewing financial records and
conducting audits to ensure funds are being used responsibly for [the] intended
purposes.” The letter further requested an expedited response and approval of
the bank account by the President, before exploring other options on the table.!
To address this request, and to maintain the integrity of the association, it was
resolved in one of the Executive and Board of Directors meetings that, since the
secretariat is one of the offices of ESSCA-USA, there will be no need to open a
separate youth bank account. Rather a second checking account should be opened
by the Treasurer, and the name of the Secretary of Youth Affairs be included as co-
signer to monitor transactions and activities of the proposed account. Indeed, the
account was opened by the Treasurer. Unfortunately, this proposal was rejected
by the Secretariat of the Youth Affairs.

InSeptember2016 during the 16th ESSCA-USA Annual Conferencein Minneapolis,
Minnesota, the Secretary of Youth Affairs Agnes Silvestro who assumed the
leadership of the Secretariat after the departure of Nelson Ungang, announced
the establishment of a separate youth organization with its own administrative
structures, independent from ESSCA-USA. The announcement shocked most
members of the Executive and Board of Directors present at the conference. The
newly formed youth entity later became known as “Equatoria Youth United.”
To ensure the unity of Equatorians and the importance of working together as a
collective, ESSCA main office during one of its Executive and Board of Directors
meetings, convened on Thursday, April 23, 2017, addressed the situation of the
youth office. Many in attendance acknowledged the failure of former President
Mr. Kwaje Lasu, and former Chairman of Board of Directors Jobickson Modi in
addressing the concerns of the youth in a timely manner. During the meeting, the

109 Response to ESSCA-USA Letter Dated May 15th, 2017, page 1, pp. 1-3. The response has no
author, and undated.

110 Youth Bank Letter — Request for Information, July 28, 2015. Prepared and singed by Nelson
Ungang, Secretary of Youth Affairs.
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Secretary of Youth, Agnes Silvestro was asked two questions: 1) whether she was
attending the ESSCA-USA Executive meetings as Acting President of Equatorian
Youth United or as ESSCA-USA Secretary of Youth Affairs, and 2) whether there
is any possibility for the newly formed office under her leadership to rejoin
ESSCA-USA. In response to the first question, she noted that she was attending
the meetings as Secretary of Youth Office, of ESSCA-USA. In regard to the second
question, she made it categorically clear that the youth have their organizational
structure, vision, and mission, and therefore, they do not intend to rejoin ESSCA-
USA. Despite the clear conflict of interest, it was resolved that, she can continue
to serve her remaining time as Secretary of Youth Affairs until the election of the
new office in September 2017.'"

In September 2017, the Secretariat of Youth Affairs within the association was
restored under the leadership of Secretary Noel Laku. Mr. Laku worked hard
to unite all the youth through holding regular teleconference meetings, and
convening of youth and student conferences, the first of which was held jointly
with the Secretariat of Education and Social Affairs, in Lansing, Michigan, as
mentioned above. The second youth conference was convened on July 5-6, 2019,
in Des Moines, lowa at Grand View University, under the theme Together we are
Stronger. The purpose of the conference was to bring all Equatorian youth in the
United States together, and to educate other Equatorian youth about their role
in the community. Mr. Jimmy Ociti Otira, Chairman of ESSCA-USA Board of
Directors, and Dr. Henry Lejukole were guest speakers at the conference.

In late May 2020, some youth of the Equatorian community in the United States
raised their concerns about sexual abuses and harassment experienced by
some of their members to the attention of the general assembly via ESSCA-
USA WhatsApp forum. In response, the female members of ESSCA-USA
Executive and a select number of women from the community met on July 5,
2020, to explore ways of how to address the youth concerns, and in particular,
the sexual abuse allegations. Given the association’s limited resources and
expertise on such issues, it was resolve that the sexual abuses, some of which are
allegedly being committed by family members are complex and thus require the
involvement of families, parents, and the general assembly. As a result, it was
agreed that a general assembly meeting should be convened as soon as possible.
The meeting was held on July 26, 2020, which brought together adults and the

1 Minutes for ESSCA-USA Executive and Board Meeting, April 23, 2017, pp. 1-3. See also
Response to ESSCA-USA Letter Dated May 15th, 2017, page 1, pp. 1-3, for more details on the
vision, mission, and activities of the Equatoria Youth United (EYU). The response has no author,
and undated.
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youth. After lengthy discussions , the youth in attendance requested another
meeting between them and ESSCA-USA leadership to address the issues further.
The meeting took place on August 9, 2020. During the meeting, the association’s
leadership briefed the youth about the vision, mission, and functions of the
association. After deliberating on the concerns of the youth, it was agreed that
a committee, to be supervised by the Secretaries of Women and Education and
Social Affairs should be formed to specifically address the concerns of the youth.
Terms of Reference (ToR) were drafted, and the ESSCA-USA Engagement with
Youth Committee was formed in August 2020 comprising of five youth namely:
Langalafa Oriho, Nyibon Garafan, Emmanuel Wani, Suzy Laila, and Reta Kitara,
and one community representative Noel Lako. The committee is supervised by
Lucy Lako and Falabia Edward, Secretary of Women Affairs, and Secretary for
Education and Social Affairs, respectively. A WhatsApp Group was created to
facilitate communications between the members of the committee. When the
committee completed its task, Reta Kitara was appointed the acting secretary for
youth in February 2021.

In conclusion, it can be emphasized that, ESSCA-USA has been consistent in its
commitment to empower women and youth in the United States and in South
Sudan, through the three secretariats of Women Affairs, Youth Affairs, and
Education and Social Affairs. ESSCA-USA is an organization for all Equatorians
and can only thrive with the participation of the youth, adults, women, and men
who are willing to volunteer and lead the organization. This must be based on
mutual respect, support, and appreciation of each other and the contribution of
all individual towards the organization and common good of the community.
Only together can we successfully move the organization ahead. Everyone
should be a participant and work to change the organization for the better from
within rather than tear it down or throw stones at the organization from outside.
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