
In January 2011, around 99% of the Southern Sudanese voted in a 
referendum in favour of independence from Sudan. And although 
the danger of conflict still remains, especially in the heavily armed 
border regions, the referendum itself was relatively peaceful. Part 
of the reason for this was that China and the United States agreed to 
both pressure the Sudanese government to exercise restraint. China 
has important economic leverage in the country and the US has the 
political leverage. 

However, there is at least one more reason why the situation did not 
escalate into an open civil war, and it involves an innovative use of 
technology. A few days before the referendum, an initiative called 
The Sentinel Satellite Project was launched. It was to use satellites 
to “watch” Sudan for any evidence of war crimes before the vote. 
The project received funding for six months from Not On Our Watch, 
an organization co-founded by actor George Clooney and his 
Hollywood friends, actors Don Cheadly, Matt Damon, Brad Pitt, 
David Pressman and producer Jerry Weintraub. George Clooney has 
long been involved in Sudan and is considered one of the world´s 
most influential people by Time magazine.

The system, privately funded and publicly accesible, was set up to 
provide an “early warning system” for human rights and security 
violations in the days leading up to the referendum. It produces 
almost real-time intelligence of what is happening on the ground. 
Under the project, a constelation of high-resolution commercial 
satellites photographs Sudan and can detect any burned and 
bombed villages, mass movements of people, mass graves, or other 
evidence of violence. At the very least if crimes do occur, there 
would be plenty of evidence of the perpretrators. The objective, of 
course, was -and still is- to prevent a humanitarian disaster and war 
crimes from happening or at least detect these violations. In fact, in 
recent weeks, the satellites have produced photos showing three 
villages used by Abyei's south-linked Dinka Ngok people had been 
destroyed in recent attacks by northern-backed militias.
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Sudan has experienced a long-running conflict between the Arab 
Muslim northerners of Sudan, (the base of the Government), and 
the black Africans of the south, who practise mainly Christian or 
animist beliefs. Most oil reserves are located in the resource-
rich south.

The project is the result of a unique and unprecedented 
collaboration between: Not On Our Watch, Digital Globe, a satellite 
imagery company, the United Nations' UNOSAT program, which 
provides satellite imagery analysis, and  Harvard's Humanitarian 
Initiative which provides research, more analysis and corroboration 
from field reports from the anti-genocide Enough Project. Trellon, 
an Internet development firm, and Google, designed a Web platform 
for public access to information. MTV also joined the project using 
its influence on young people, who could follow the Satellite 
Sentinel Project on Twitter, getting the latest updates and action 
alerts.

More pragmatic than stars turned social activists in the past, 
celebrity statesmen today function more like freelance diplomats, 
adopting experts and studying policy, using the latest technology 
and using the levers of power to solve problems. In Sudan, they just 
may have averted a new genocide, and they also have made sure 
that politicians know that now we are all watching.

The GeoEye-1 satellite flies in an orbit 676km above the Earth´s 
surface, collecting images with a ground resolution of 50-
centimeters,the highest resolution of any commercial imaging 
system today. GeoEye-1 provides Google with its satellite 
imagery for both Google Maps and Google Earth applications. 
Satellites like this make The Sentinel Satellite Project possible. 

Above and right: George Clooney in Sudan, people fleeing 
villages after rumors of imminent attacks, Clooney discussing 
situation in Sudan with president Barack Obama in 2010, and 
satellite images confirming deliberate burning of villages in the 
Abyei region and the deployment of heavy transports and 
armored vehicles.


