
 

Frans Bieckmann opens with a plea for what he calls 
‘strategic idealism’, a more focused approach on the 
root causes of poverty and conflict, which tries to 
develop a longer term strategy to tackle the national 
and also international or global obstacles for 
development. 
 
The regime in Sudan successfully exerts its power 
through divide-and-rule strategies. Operating as if at 
war, they analyse the international situation 
continuously, updating their tactics accordingly thus 
maintaining their grip on power. These politics are 
only possible because of the fragmentation and 
international contradictions within the international 
community. In order to make a difference in the lives 
of ordinary Sudanese people a more structured 
approach should be adopted by development 
ministries and NGOs working in Sudan. According to 
Bieckmann three essential elements should be part of 
the strategy to organise a serious counter power. 
First, we need a more focused approach on the root 
causes of poverty and conflict. Second, a more 
political approach which takes into account the 
diverging interests and power balances, both within a 

country as well as internationally. Third, we need a 
long-term strategy to tackle the national and 
especially the international obstacles in solving 
poverty and conflicts. 
 
Dutch Policy towards Sudan 
Bieckmann stresses that the Netherlands lacks a 
coherent development policy. Some policy makers are 
trying to work towards it, but not coherently. It is 
even worse than he describes in his book. He points 
towards the fragmentation and discontinuity within 
the Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
Sudan has been a priority country in Dutch 
development policy for many years and consequently 
hundreds of millions of Euros have been spent on 
Sudan and Darfur. What strikes Bieckmann most is the 
fact that just a handful of civil servants have been or 
are full time in charge on monitoring Sudan. While 
Bieckmann was working on his book, he noticed the 
departments, directions, taskforces and units changed 
often. The lack of expertise consequently explains the 
absence of a strategic long-term vision on Sudan. 
There are very experienced policy makers at the 
ministry, with a deep understanding of the complex 
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dynamics in Sudan and the region. However, this 
knowledge is not properly used nor transferred as 
there is no structure in place to harness this 
experience in a more systematic manner. The same 
applies to many NGO’s. Often NGO’s have many 
separate projects in Sudan with many project offices; 
however there is a lack of senior policymakers who 
oversee and manage the process in its entirety. 
 
Strategic idealism is needed 
Bieckmann elaborate on his analysis on Darfur, and 
shows the importance of understanding the roots of 
the conflict. The conflict and violence in Darfur is 
nothing new. If you look below the surface, one main 
characteristic becomes apparent: the structural 
marginalisation of the majority of people in Darfur by 
the regime in Khartoum. A regime which at best 
serves about 10 to 15 percent of the Sudanese 
population, while controlling a majority of the wealth 
and political power. 
 
The divide and rule strategy is what keeps the regime 
in power. Only a political solution with serious  power 
sharing and equal distribution of wealth and 
opportunities for all of the Sudanese will create 
sustainable results. If not, uprisings and subsequent 
mass killings by the regime will continue to occur. 
 
Bieckmann conclude that to truly understand the 
diverging interests, the power balance and the global 
context, a more political approach is needed. This 
approach should include concerted political action, 
common pressure, and a push for a structural political 
solution. Common pressure can be accomplished by 
making coalitions with likeminded countries and 
organisations. Development policy needs to be 
thoroughly reconstructed. According to Bieckmann 
development cooperation should come out of its 
isolated position and mainstream its efforts. 
 
Continuous strategic analysis is necessary to 
determine where to push, what to do at a certain 
moment, whom to seek as allies, detect when there is 
‘momentum’ for change. In order to do so, the Dutch 
government needs a strategic unit, just like there is in 
Khartoum. Not in favour of pure political or 
economical interests, but for the benefits of the poor 
and the excluded in Sudan and other countries. 
 
Bieckmann concludes that strategic idealism is a 
development policy that can counteract the forces 
within Sudan and within the international community 

that inhibit structural solutions for the conflict in 
Sudan and elsewhere. A continuous analysis must 
feed into policy making, public campaigns and lobby 
activities. It should not be an isolated effort, but an 
effort together with likeminded countries and 
organisations, to start with in Europe. Only then can a 
serious counter power  be produced. 
 
Brains are fed, questions are rising 
The implementation of this strategy requires political 
will. Bieckmann acknowledges the lack thereof, but 
refers to the fact that it is possible to raise a strategic 
unit with limited financial resources. The big problem 
is the quarrel inside the Dutch cabinet, which has to 
do with what is happening in Dutch society. Besides 
the ministry, NGO’s play a big role and should educate 
the public better about the complexity and necessity 
of international cooperation and a strategy for Sudan.  
When discussing the notion of NL-Aid, Bieckmann 
explains that although in terms of knowledge and 
analysis the NL-Aid can contribute, it should not 
become another parallel structure causing separation 
between good ideas and political influence on the 
Dutch Foreign policies. We need a kind of NL-Aid 
inside the ministry. 
Looking at the past 50 years of development policy 
and the role of the Netherlands, it almost seems like 
we are overestimating our influence. Bieckmann 
thinks it is possible to make a difference when you 
focus and think more strategically. Change in Sudan is 
possible, but not on the short term. The possibility of 
change is what should be the catalyst for structural 
reform. 
 

Every third Thursday of the month, SID Netherlands 
and the Humanity House organise a Bread & Brains 
lecture and discussion, during lunch hours. Everyone is 
welcome from 12:00 onwards to take a break, have 
some lunch and meet new people. At 12.30 the 
lecture starts, ending at 13:30. The monthly lunch 
meetings will focus on pressing issues in international 
development with prominent Dutch speakers. 
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