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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Ethiopia and Sudan share a common boundary of over 1600 km
which was drawn through a series of treaties between Ethiopia
and the colonial powers of Britain and Italy. To date, this
boundary has not been clearly demarcated. In 2007, the Ethiopian
People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front, the current ruling
government, entered into a secret agreement with the Sudan to
make adjustments on the border. This paper identiﬁes the major
factors that have frustrated efforts to address the Ethio-Sudan
boundary problem and also proposes solutions on how Ethiopia
and Sudan could resolve their differences. The analysis reveals
that political, social and cultural factors; the decision to adopt the
western concept of the boundary; and the failure to recognise the
historic and cultural constructs have contributed to the frustration
of negotiations on the border. The paper proposes that Ethiopia
and Sudan embrace the African Union Border Program, which
encourages mutual cooperation, regional integration and the
building of communities with strong economic and cultural ties.
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Ethiopia and its western neighbour Sudan share a common boundary of over 1600 km,
stretching from the junction of the Tekezze and the Royan Rivers in the north (near
Humera Town) to Lake Turkana (formerly Lake Rudolf) on the border with Kenya in
the south. The present boundary line was imposed through a series of negotiations
and treaties between colonial powers Britain and Italy and the Ethiopian government
and as such, the border is still not clearly deﬁned to the satisfaction of either Ethiopia
or Sudan.
Historically, the Ethio-Sudan boundary has served as a transition zone where people
from both countries have moved back and forth for economic (trade, farming, cattle
grazing) and political reasons (refugees impacted by conﬂict in the respective countries).
Despite the amicable relationship between the peoples of the Sudan and the peoples of
Ethiopia, the demarcation of the boundary line has remained a bone of contention
between the two countries due to claims and counter claims posed on both sides. This
began right after the independence of Sudan in 1956, and was confounded and
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complicated by political problems the two countries have faced since the 1960s – the Anya
Nya Movement (Southern Sudan) in Sudan and the Eritrean independence movement in
Ethiopia. In the last 60 years, several high-level diplomatic meetings and ‘exchange of
notes’ have taken place between the two countries to address the problem. Throughout
this period, Sudan has largely maintained that the colonial demarcation line drawn by Britain’s ofﬁcer Major Charles Gwynn in 1903 based on the 1902 Treaty should be the boundary between the two countries. Ethiopia, on the other hand, has always maintained that
the boundary line drawn by Major Gwynn is unacceptable on the grounds that the demarcation was done unilaterally by one party (Britain) with no representation from Ethiopia, in
violation of article II of the treaty.1
The status quo was largely maintained even though both Ethiopia and Sudan held
several diplomatic meetings going back to the mid-1960s to address the border
problem. In 1972, following Emperor Haile Selassie’s visit to the Sudan to mediate
the North–South conﬂict, the two countries had an ‘Exchange of Notes’ that tried to
resolve the boundary problem. The ‘Notes’ attempted to outline speciﬁc recommendations on how to move forward to demarcate the boundary (see note 1). Unfortunately, the events of the 1974 Revolution disrupted these efforts and the problem
remained unresolved. In 2007, the EPRDF, the current ruling government, entered
into a secret agreement with the Sudan to make adjustments on the border. The agreement was kept away from the public until the Sudan Tribune (a Sudanese paper)
reported on the matter. When confronted with a question from a member of the parliament, Prime Minister Meles Zenawi was forced to acknowledge that Ethiopia had
entered into a negotiation with the Sudan and that his government would be
working to make adjustments on the border. In subsequent years, it is believed that
several Ethiopian farmers have been moved from their land and thousands of acres
of rich agricultural land have been ceded to Sudan.2 In 2013, Prime Minister HaileMariam, who succeeded Meles, signed another agreement to place posts and other
markers on the ground.3
At this juncture, it is important to recognise that while recent negotiations are between
North Sudan and Ethiopia, South Sudan has not taken a position on the border, perhaps
for the following reasons: ﬁrstly, South Sudan only became independent in 2011 and the
country is currently focusing on resolving internal problems. Secondly, and most importantly, most of the boundary between Ethiopia and South Sudan follows physical boundaries – the Baro and Akobo Rivers and their tributaries – and therefore, it is better deﬁned
than in the North. However, in future negotiations on the treaties or on demarcation, one
would expect that both North and South Sudan would come under the same umbrella of
the UN international treaties’ guidelines, since past treaties were made on behalf of one
Sudan.
The central questions that beg asking are thus: What were the conditions and the
circumstances under which the Ethio-Sudan boundary was negotiated? Why did the
EPRDF decide to enter into a secret agreement at this time to demarcate the boundary
when successive Ethiopian governments have maintained that Ethiopia would not
accept the colonial boundary? Why did the government keep the negotiation a
secret as opposed to making it public so that the peoples of the two countries
could be aware of developments and decisions reached would not be a cause for conﬂict for future generations?
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The answers to these questions may not be readily discernible at this time, given the
EPRDF’s decision to remain silent on how the boundary negotiation is progressing.
Many opposition groups, sceptical of the EPRDF’s handling of the border issue, are attacking the government’s decision to re-demarcate without informing the public of the status
of the negotiation. The government’s poor track record in handling border issues (e.g. the
Ethio-Eritrea boundary) does not help the matter. While we relegate to others the debate
on the EPRDF’s performance in protecting Ethiopia’s interests or in defending its territorial
integrity, the primary objective of this paper is to identify the important factors that have
frustrated the effort to resolve the re-demarcation of the Ethio-Sudan boundary and to
explore options on how the boundary problem could be amicably resolved within the
principles of the African Union Border Program (AUBP). Speciﬁcally, this paper will try to
(a) give a general background on the facts and circumstances surrounding the various
treaties and the efforts to demarcate the boundary; (b) identify why the border issue
has remained a bone of contention; (c) promote open and transparent discussion so
that people can be aware of the existing conditions on the border and (d) explore
options on how the Ethio-Sudan border issue can be amicably resolved within the framework of the AUBP, which can in turn also be a lesson for other African countries.
This paper was developed based on extensive research going back to 2012–2013 while I
was in Addis Ababa as a visiting Fulbright Scholar. The background information is from
published and unpublished sources as, with the exception of some historical works on
the Ethio-Sudan relations in early 1900 such as that by Professor Zewde (1976) and a
general overview on the border by Wondwossen (2009), there is very little published
work done by Ethiopian scholars on the border. On the Sudanese side, among the
English language publications, there are three doctoral dissertation (Al-Nur 1971; Ali
Taha 1973; El Gaali 1975) and a book by Ali Taye Taha (1983) that focuses speciﬁcally
on the Ethio-Sudan boundary. To this end, I also considered reports prepared by
various committees organised by the Ethiopian governments, some of which include
those prepared under the Chairmanship of Fitawrari Abebe Gabre (n.d.), Ato Reta (1964
Eth. C) and Professor Mesﬁn Woldemariam et al. (1981) and various government ofﬁcials.
Some of these reports are in Amharic and are not publicly available. While in Addis, I also
had the opportunity to interview individuals who served as members of the government
sub-committees on some of the intractable political and technical problems of demarcating a boundary. The information on local perspectives on the border in the Humera–
Metema areas was collected from interviews with former farmers and family members
of farmers now residing in Gondar, Addis Ababa and some in the diaspora. Two individuals
in the US, originally from the Humera and Metema areas, were extremely helpful in providing me with information on famers’ perspectives on the border before the Derg nationalised the rural and urban lands in Ethiopia in 1974.
This paper is organised into ﬁve sections. The ﬁrst section gives a general introduction
and outlines the purpose of the paper, while the second section presents the background
and territorial development of the boundary. The historical evolution of the territory and
the effort to delineate the border are presented in the third section. The regional, historical
and cultural constructs including local perceptions on the border are presented in the
fourth sections. The ﬁfth section presents the conclusion, including an overview of the
options that both Ethiopia and Sudan could consider to resolve their boundary problem
within the AUBP framework.
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Background and the territorial evolution of the border
The Ethio-Sudan boundary in the context of the Organization of African Unity
Charter
African interstate boundaries have remained a major source of conﬂict and instability
among many countries despite the ‘inviolability of national boundaries’ principle
enshrined in the Organization of African Unity (OAU) Charter. In 1963, the founding
members of the OAU agreed to maintain colonial boundaries knowing full well that
many of them had been drawn arbitrarily. This principle was also endorsed by the UN
and other international organisations. The rationale for maintaining colonial boundaries
was the fear that any effort to alter existing arbitrarily drawn boundaries would lead to
chaos.
While the general ‘inviolability of national boundaries’ is widely endorsed by many
African nations, the reality on the ground shows that several African states remain
marred by conﬂict and instability which has been caused by border issues. It can be
argued that the basic principles laid out in the OAU Charter were adopted largely as a
matter of political expediency and urgency, as at the time many countries were primarily
focused on gaining independence. Time has proven, however, that the principle has major
limitations when it comes to addressing the root causes of border conﬂict. The situation is
further exacerbated by the fact that many African boundaries are porous and citizens
living within proximity of border areas often face crises of displacement and disruption.
According to Ikome, between 1950 and 2000, no less than 50% of African countries experienced conﬂict due to poor border delimitation and boundary demarcation problems
(2012). Virtually all the countries in the Horn of Africa have been affected by problems
arising from border crises leading to open conﬂict, and, in some cases, internal displacement of millions of citizens.4
The variance between the principles laid out in the OAU Charter and the existing reality
has led to suggestions that African countries should explore other options, such as bilateral and multilateral negotiations, with the objective of addressing border problems and
effectively delineating common boundaries (African Union 2013). To this end, in 2002, the
OAU set up the Council on Security, Stability, Development and Cooperation in Africa
(CSSDCA) – to address both security and development matters and manage border
demarcation and other border-related issues (Ikome 2012). In 2007, the Assembly of the
Heads of State and Governments of the African Union (AU) adopted a declaration to establish the AUBP to support and facilitate the demarcation of African boundaries and to
promote cross-border cooperation among member states (African Union 2013, 9–10).
The AUBP is a new initiative introduced by the AU to change the philosophy and attitude
of African counties so that a boundary can be viewed as a ‘bridge’ to facilitate interregional
integration rather than as a ‘barrier’ to block interaction.5 The need for negotiations
between Ethiopia and Sudan on the border issue ﬁts well within this new progressive perspective which would call for the two countries to work out their differences on the border
through a negotiation process that is both just and transparent.
Fortunately, the Ethio-Sudan boundary problem has not yet led to open conﬂict
between the two neighbouring countries, although there have been claims and counter
claims as to where the boundary line runs since Sudan’s independence in 1956. At
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present, we have very little information in terms of where the boundary line lies and why
the problem has not been resolved in the last 60 years. This paper hopes to shed light on
some of the intractable issues that have thwarted the Ethio-Sudan border negotiations. It
will also demonstrate how both countries could beneﬁt from the use of the AUBP to build
a viable interregional programme that facilitates the ﬂow of goods and people between
Ethiopia and Sudan.

The geography, population and economic base of the area
The Ethio-Sudan boundary is located on the western edge of the Ethiopian plateau, also
known as the western highlands, which extends from the junction of the Tekezze (Setit)
and the Royan Rivers in the north to Lake Turkana on the Kenyan border in the south
(Figure 1). Elevation drops from ±4000 m in the Simen Mountains to ±1000 m in the
Humera–Metema area in the north, and from ±2000 m in Gore (Ilubabor) to less than

Figure 1. The Ethio-Sudan border region of Ethiopia.
Source: Ethiopian Mapping Agency.
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500 m in Gambela in the south. Closer to the Sudan plains near the border the elevation
drops further to less than 250 m. The western plateau of the Ethiopian highlands is traversed by many of Ethiopia’s mighty rivers including, from north to south, the Tekezze
(Setit), the Gwang (Atbara), the Angereb (Bahr As Salam), the Shinfa (Rahad), the Abay
(Nile), the Didesa and the Baro-Akobo (Sobat). The land through which these rivers ﬂow
constitutes some of the best agricultural land in the country.
Temperatures in the area can soar above 35°C in some areas including the Humera,
Metema, Guba and the Gambela regions. Annual precipitation along the border ranges
from 800 to 1000 mm. The Upper Blue Nile and the Baro and Akobo basins are relatively
wet areas with a mean annual rainfall of 1500 mm. The dry season is from November
through to April and the wet season runs from June through September.
Information on population distribution is scant as Ethiopia has had no successful census
of the population in the border areas due to security problems and the transitory life of the
people in the region. In general, the population density in the border areas is estimated to
be around 40–50 persons per square mile (CSA et al. 2006). There are, however, major
urban areas such as Humera (population 21,653), Metema (10,171), Abderaﬁ (10,831),
Gambela (39,022) and Itang (5958) which serve as important trading centres (see CSA
2007).
The economy of the border area is dependent on the production and trading of agricultural products such as sesame, sorghum, beans and cotton. Sesame (traded through
Humera) and coffee (traded through Metema) are exported to Port Said to reach the international markets (WFP 2011). In 2014, the Humera–Metema area produced over 52% of
the total sesame production in Ethiopia, with a total production of 1.5 million quintal of
sesame (CSA 2015).
Cross-border livestock trade is another major economic base of the area. A 2010 International Livestock Research Institute (ILRI) study revealed that as much as 100,000 cattle
are exported annually through Metema and Humera towns. The major hinterlands that
supply livestock are some of the richest agricultural areas around, such as Alefa,
Dembia, Quara and Armachiho, to name a few (ILRI 2007).
Gambela town is the other major cross-border transshipment centre in Western Ethiopia. At one time in the early twentieth century, Gambela attracted about 75% of the EthioSudan trade, particularly trade in coffee, beeswax, salt and kerosene oil (for more on the
historic signiﬁcance of Gambela as a border trading town, see Zewde 1987). Today
Gambela serves as a major cereal and livestock export centre. A World Food Program
(WFP) monitoring cross-border trade of Ethiopia shows that about 18.5% of the total
cross-border cereal (sorghum, maize, rice and wheat ﬂour) trade in October 2011 was
from Ethiopia to Sudan via the Gambela route with another 6.7% traded as inﬂow into
Ethiopia through Kurmuk (WFP 2011). Livestock trade to Sudan occurs largely during
the non-ﬂooding season and the trading is non-formal to avoid taxes, which tend to be
fairly high.

Brief historical evolution of the territory and border demarcation
The recent history of the Ethio-Sudan boundary can be traced to 1882 when Egypt took
full control of the present territory of Sudan and started to expand its boundary eastward
in order to have full control of the headwaters of the Nile. Egypt’s survival depends upon
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the waters of the Nile and the fear of a European or African power (Ethiopia) taking full
control of the Nile’s headwaters and undertaking a major development project which
would have a permanent impact on the ﬂow of the Nile has always been a principal
national concern of Egypt. The importance of the strategy was made clear early in the
mid-1880s as the following statement by Samuel Baker in 1884 illustrates. Emphasising
the danger of an unfriendly government controlling the Nile basin, Baker noted that ‘a
hostile power could readily dam the Upper Nile, starve Egypt of water and destroy the
country’ (cited in Langer 1950).
In 1898 England took full control of Sudan and created Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. As an
inheritor of the territories under Egyptian control, England continued to promote the principal Egyptian national policy – maintaining full control of the territories of the headwaters
of the Nile. England was particularly concerned about competing European powers
(France, Italy and Germany) exercising their inﬂuence in the region.
At this time, the ‘scramble for Africa’ (concocted in 1855) was at its peak and the major
European powers were jockeying to establish major spheres of inﬂuence in the region as
well as in the rest of Africa. In 1891, Britain and Italy divided East Africa into spheres of
inﬂuence with 35°E longitude as the dividing line and Ethiopia relegated to the Italian
side. In the same year, Menelik, concerned about his country, dispatched his warning
letter to European powers afﬁrming his determination to defend his territory at any
cost. Menelik was very clear in deﬁning the territorial extent of his land, and his claim
of the territory adjacent to Sudan extended from Tomat in the north to Gedaref in the
west and the junction of the White Nile and the Sobat, to Lake Samburu/Turkana in the
south.
The British, who were in full control of the Egyptian-Sudan territory by this time, were
not willing to accept Menelik’s claim; rather they were more interested in negotiating to
deﬁne the location of the boundary line between Anglo-Egyptian Sudan and Ethiopia.
The various agreements on the border executed between 1900 and 1907 were the
result of intense diplomatic manoeuvrings between England, Italy and Ethiopia.6 Among
the many agreements, the 1900, 1901, 1902 and 1907 treaties are particularly relevant
in deﬁning the Ethio-Sudan boundary. A brief analysis of these treaties is outlined below.

The 1900 Treaty
The Treaty of 10 July 1900 between Italy and the Ethiopian government delineated the boundary between Eritrea and Ethiopia. The delineation line known as the
Tomat–Todluc–Mareb–Muna line (the straight line between Tomat and Todluc shown in
Figure 2) was recognised by the two governments as the boundary between Ethiopia
and Eritrea.

The 1901 Declaration
The conﬁdential Declaration of 22 November 1901 between Britain and Italy deﬁned the
boundary between Eritrea and Sudan. The declaration states that a line shall be drawn
from Abu Gamal to the junction of Khor Um Hajer with the Setit River (see Figure 2).
The area to the west of this line shall be ceded to the Sudan and to the east of the line
to Eritrea. The report by Woldemariam et al. (1981) maintains that Menelik was to be
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Figure 2. Location of the Umbrega and Al-Fashaqa Triangles.
Source: By the author based on 1901 Conﬁdential Declaration between Great Britain and Italy.

compensated in the area from Tomat to Um Hajer for the territory he lost as a result of the
new line drawn by the 1901 Declaration. The matter was to be discussed in a second
meeting in Rome which never took place (Woldemariam et al. 1981, Sec.5, 4).
The initial plan of the 1901 Declaration was to draw the line from Abu Gamal to the
junction of Khor Maiteb (see Figure 2). This plan was rejected by Italy because the plan
would have included the Kunama people into the Sudan. If, on the other hand, the
1900 Treaty was to be honoured, the Hamran, a very important tribal group in the
Sudan, would have been incorporated into Ethiopia, and this would not be acceptable
to the British. There was a diplomatic logjam; and the problem had to eventually be
resolved in a secret meeting in Rome in 1901. All-important diplomatic players: on the
Italian side: Martini, Ciccodicola and two colonial ofﬁcers (G. Agnesa and A. Bodrero); on
the British side: Rodd, Harrington and Glichen were at the meeting. Ethiopia, the
country with a major stake in the decision, was kept in the dark.
The 1901 Declaration statement states that ‘a line shall be drawn from Abu Gamal … in
a southerly direction as far as the junction of the Khor Um Hajer with the River Setit … ’,
but how the line should proceed beyond the intersection with the Tomat–Todluc line is
not clear as there was no map attached to the treaty. The confusion developed because
Ethiopia interprets this as a ‘directional line’, whereas Sudan believes that the statement
is meant to indicate a ‘direct line’ up to the River Setit. Sudan also believes that the
1901 Declaration problem was addressed in the addendum to the 1902 Treaty (see
section on addendum); to which Ethiopia counters by stating that the 1902 Addendum
does not speciﬁcally abrogate the November 1901 agreement, and therefore, its claims
on the Umbrega and Al-Fashaqa Triangles still stand.
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The 1902 Treaty between Britain and Ethiopia and Britain and Italy
Negotiations between Menelik and Colonel Harrington, the British representative in
Addis Ababa, started in 1898. The following year the British government commissioned
two teams, one led by Major Gwynn and the other by Major Austin, to carry out a delimitation survey on the border. Major Gwynn was ordered to survey the northern half of
the border starting from the Sobat River to the Nile. Major Austin’s charge was to
survey the southern half from Rosieres on the Nile up to Lake Rudolf. Gwynn concluded
his report in May 1900 and Major Austin completed his in July 1900 (for reﬂections on
their surveys see Gwynn 1901, 1911; Austin 1938). The two reports were transmitted to
Harrington who was instructed by his government to take a position no less favourable
to Britain than indicated in the reports (Salisbury to Harrington, 29 September 1900, FO
403/299).
Based on these preliminary surveys, the British government initiated negotiation with
the Ethiopian government and an agreement was ﬁnally signed on 15 May 1902. The
1902 Treaty was one of the two main agreements that deﬁned the boundary line
between Ethiopia and the Sudan. The other agreement was the 1907 Treaty that demarcated the southern portion of the Ethiopian boundary with the Sudan and with Kenya.
Two important articles in the 1902 Treaty are particularly relevant to the boundary
agreement. The ﬁrst article identiﬁed, in general terms, the areas through which the
boundary line would pass, and the second article deﬁned the process of demarcation
and publicity of the treaty. The demarcation was to be carried out by a joint boundary
commission to be set up by the two governments. A map (Figure 3) with a general description and location of the border line was attached as part of the agreement. For a copy of
the treaty map with a seal see Appendix.
The two articles have also been used by the Ethiopian government as grounds for challenging the validity of the treaty.7 Article 1 identiﬁes the major places through which the
boundary would pass as follows: ‘The frontier between the Sudan and Ethiopia agreed on
between the two Governments shall be: … from Khor Um Hagar to Gallabat, to the Blue
Nile, Baro, Pibor and Akobo Rivers to Melile’. First, since this article is silent about the
boundary from Tomat to the junction of Khor Um Hajer and the Setit River, and since
the same section is not indicated on the attached map, Ethiopia does not accept the argument that the boundary from Tomat to the junction of Khor Um Hajer and the Setit is
covered under the 1902 Treaty.
Second, the place and river names identiﬁed in the treaty are major landmarks that
cover a distance of over 1600 km, and as Major Gwynn acknowledges, there are signiﬁcant
differences between what is included in the text and what is shown on the map or the
actual demarcation lines on the ground (1937, 159). According to the 1947 Paris Treaty
of Peace with Italy, ‘in case of discrepancy between the textual description of (a) frontier
and (a) map, the text of the treaty shall be deemed to be authentic’; therefore to get clariﬁcation on the border, one would have to resort to the text of the treaty (Paris Treaty of
Peace 1947, Sec.1, Article 1). Unfortunately, the text of the treaty is so geographically
unspeciﬁc for questions of territorial sovereignty it is almost impossible to construct a cartographically acceptable and technically valid map that would accurately represent the
textual description of the treaty. Therefore, it may be necessary to revisit the treaty to
draw a mutually acceptable boundary line.
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Figure 3. Ethio-Sudan boundary sketch of the 1902 Treaty.
Source: The 1902 Treaty between Great Britain and Ethiopia May 15, 1902.

Third, there is some concern regarding the authenticity of Menelik’s seal put on some
copies of the treaty maps. While the treaty was signed in May 1902, some copies of the
treaty map show later dates (for instance July 1902) when Menelik’s seal was put on the
maps, perhaps afﬁxed after the British Parliament approved the treaty. Ratiﬁcations
were exchanged on 28 October 1902 in Addis Ababa. The discrepancy on the dates has
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caused some suspicion that the maps were forged, although not used as a ground
for renouncing the treaty on the part of Ethiopia (see Woldemariam et al. 1981, Part IV,
4–5).
The second article deals with the process by which the demarcation was to be carried
out and subsequently publicised. Three major issues have remained a major source of controversy regarding the boundary demarcation and representation by a boundary commission. The ﬁrst issue concerns the authorisation of Major Gwynn to carry out the survey
work. Successive Ethiopian governments have maintained that Ethiopia would not
accept the demarcation line drawn by Major Gwynn because the demarcation was
carried out unilaterally by Britain.8 Despite the claims made by some British diplomats
of the time and by some Sudanese scholars, there is no evidence that Major Gwynn
was authorised by the Ethiopian government to carry out the demarcation task. In fact,
in some areas, for instance in Welega, suspicious of his work, local ofﬁcials detained
Gwynn and his team and they were released only after a clearance letter arrived from
Addis Ababa (Gwynn 1937; Wondwossen 2009). However, Gwynn has included in his
report a list of names of Ethiopian ofﬁcials and their representatives that he claims were
present at the different sites as he carried out his demarcation task. Given that many of
these ofﬁcials had no expertise in surveying, one can surmise that they were most likely
silent observers rather than participants (Gwynn 1937, 150–151; see also Gwynn’s
report, 26 May 1900, enclosures 2 and 3 in No. 72, FO 403/299).
The second issue concerns the readjustment that Major Gwynn made on the boundary.
In the process of drawing the demarcation line, Gwynn made major modiﬁcations that
included moving the boundary line in different areas. For instance, the demarcation
from Gallabat north to Um Hajer has shifted the boundary line in a westerly direction to
the conﬂuence of the Royan River and the Tekezze to protect the Gondar–Eritrea trade
route (based on the 18 February 1903 conﬁdential exchange of notes between the
Italian and British commissioners).9 In the Gallabat and Beni Shangul areas, based on his
own assessment, Gwynn has made a deﬂection of the line into the Ethiopian territory
(1937). Similarly, there are other changes made in the central and southern parts of the
boundary as illustrated in Figures 4–6. These changes have contributed to the creation
of large areas of agricultural land that have become contested regions as illustrated in
the section on contested areas. They also have raised a major legal question on
whether the departure of Gwynn’s lines from the treaty map lines are adaptations, as
Gwynn acknowledges, or they constitute the use of one’s discretionary power to the
point of substituting a new line.10
The third major issue concerns the 3 km arcs that were created around some mountains
designated as boundary marks. Major Gwynn used the triangulation method to identify
major land marks, however, in the process of placing the anchor points on the ground,
the lines were made to pass at the base with a 3 km arc into the Ethiopian territory
rather than at the crest. The impacted mountains included Jebel Halawi, Jebel Umdoga,
Jebel Mutana and Jebel Jerok.
Finally, there is the issue of publicising the treaty and the demarcation so that the public
would be aware of the agreement. Article II calls for the two governments to publicise the
treaty and the demarcation by a proclamation or a decree (Amharic, Awaj). As far as we can
ascertain, neither government has fulﬁlled this obligation.
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Figure 4. Ethio-Sudan boundary – contested areas in northern part.
Note: this map as well as Figures 5 and 6 are meant to show the location of the major regions and
important towns, not the current administrative division, which is based on ethnic composition.
Also, the transliteration of place names, particularly those in the Sudan, may vary from the Arabic
version. Source: by the author.

Figure 5. Ethio-Sudan boundary – contested areas in central part.
Source: by the author.
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Figure 6. Ethio-Sudan boundary –contested areas in southern part.
Source: by the author.

Addendum to the 1902 Treaty
The addendum to the 1902 Treaty is one of the critical components of the 1902 Treaty that
modiﬁed the 1900 and 1901 agreements, thereby changing Menelik’s boundary line from
Tomat–Todluc to the junction of Khor Um Hajer and Setit River and continuing to Khor
Maiteb (Figure 2). It also made the previous agreements Menelik had with Britain and
Italy null and void. By accepting the 1902 Annex, Menelik was not only outfoxed to
abandon his claim of his boundary starting from Tomat but was also bamboozled into
recognising a condition that completely removed him from claiming any territory north
of the Setit River, speciﬁcally, the area known as the Umbrega Triangle. Why did
Menelik abandon his earlier position of the Tomat–Todluc line constituting his western
boundary?
It is very difﬁcult to come up with a direct answer to this question since there is very
little record maintained from the Ethiopian side to give us Menelik’s rationale for changing
his position; however, there are some evidences, based on British and Italian records, that
suggest that the British were putting pressure on Menelik, including the use of ultimatums
to force him to accept their new proposal. The nature of this pressure included reversing
Britain’s position on recognising Tomat as the western point of Menelik’s boundary
(Rennel Rodd had proposed that Ethiopia’s western border could start from Tomat in
exchange for Menelik’s alliance and cooperation against the Dervish); making ultimatums
on controlling the entire Nile basin11; blackmailing him on violating the ‘spirit of friendship’ between Ethiopia and Britain established following Rodd’s visit12; and disregarding
claims on territories that Menelik controlled but did not have permanent camps in,
which the British regarded as areas with ‘no effective control (Woldemariam 1981, 29–
30; Wondwossen 2009, 347).
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The 1907 Treaty
The 1907 Treaty between Great Britain and Ethiopia deﬁned the boundary between Ethiopia (extending from the 6°N parallel and 35°E longitude to Lake Turkana (Rudolf) and
Sudan and between Ethiopia and Kenya. This portion of the boundary was surveyed by
Major Austin. He completed his report in August 1900 but the treaty was only signed
seven years later in 1907 due to delays in ironing out differences between the two governments. In 1908, Major Gwynn was commissioned to demarcate the boundary starting from
the 6°N parallel to Lake Rudolf, as well as the boundary with Kenya. Major Gwynn completed the demarcation in 1909 with no participation from the Ethiopian side.

Regional distribution, historical and cultural constructs and local
perception on the border
Regional distribution
For the purpose of analysis, the Ethio-Sudan boundary can be divided into three major
regions. The ﬁrst region includes the area from Setit-Humera to Jebel Mutana near 12°N
latitude (just north of the Dinder River – see Figure 4). Most of the area in this sector
had a long history of large-scale agricultural development, producing sesame, sorghum,
cotton and other cereals and oil seeds. Farmers in this area are most impacted by the
latest EPRDF’s decision to cede large agricultural areas to the Sudan. The second region
includes the area from the 12°N parallel to the conﬂuence of the Baro–Akobo Rivers in
the Gambela area (Figure 5). This area comprises much of the Beni Shangul region and
the Nile–Didesa basins. In contrast to the northern part, large-scale agricultural development started in this region only in the last 10–15 years. The third region extends from
the Baro–Akobo area to Lake Turkana on the Kenyan border (Figure 6). For the most
part, the boundary in this region follows the Pibor and Akobo rivers up to the town of
Melile, near the intersection of 6°N latitude and 35°E longitude. From there, the boundary
uses tops of mountains and the Kibish River to connect to Lake Turkana.
It is important to understand that while the above brief regional classiﬁcation of the
boundary is meant to simplify the analysis of the region, the entire border must be
viewed as one entity that has evolved out of a series of agreements and negotiations
between colonial powers and the Ethiopian governments. Any decision to realign the boundary line will affect the entire border extending from Setit-Humera to Lake Turkana. However,
in terms of impact: such as dislocation of farmers, it may vary from region to region, and at
the present the area that seems to be the most impacted is the northern region.
The succeeding section highlights the complexity of a demarcation process in which a
government takes a unilateral decision to alter national boundaries with no consideration
of the interest of the local people. Discord is inevitable where there is incongruence
between local construct/understanding of the border and government’s interpretation
of the boundary line, particularly in situations where there is a strong ‘self-assertive’
local group, which believes that its government is insensitive to its needs. It is precisely
to avoid this kind of problem that local representation is highly recommended in boundary demarcation processes. The signiﬁcance of this can be further illustrated by examining
the situation in the northern part of the Ethio-Sudan boundary line, the area that is currently experiencing the most problems.
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Historical and cultural construct
In his article on the boundary and territory in Africa, Clapham (1996, 237) states that
‘boundaries in the Horn mean different things to different people in different contexts;
they have been deﬁned more in terms of indigenous than of external priorities’. Two
important points are central in Clapham’s statement: ﬁrst, boundaries have a ﬂexible
meaning, and second, the delineation is based on local interest and priorities rather
than external forces, be it the central government or colonial powers. By contrast,
Kristof presents a slightly different perspective by making a distinction between a boundary and a frontier. A boundary, according to Kristof (1959, 270), ‘indicates certain well
established limits … of a given political unit … ’; a frontier, on the other hand, is ‘a zone
of transition from the sphere of one way of life to another’. Hence, in the case of a boundary the outer limits of a country can be deﬁned with some precision, while in the case of a
frontier, the outer limits are vague. The important point is, just as in Clapham’s deﬁnition,
Kristof’s deﬁnition of frontier suggests that the delineation of a boundary is pliable.
Ethiopians understanding of the concept of the border parallels Clapham’s and Kristof’s
deﬁnitions in that the border is viewed as a transition point, more as a frontier (teref, in
Amharic), rather than as a precisely deﬁned territory as illustrated below. Referring to
the Ethio-Sudanese boundary of the nineteenth century, Professor Abir (1967, 459) notes:
The Ethiopian concept of borders and delimitations of areas in the nineteenth century was
very different from the Egyptians, who were already inﬂuenced by European thoughts.
They never considered the boundary of their territories as a ﬁxed line, only as an undetermined area stretching in to the lands of their neighbors.
Even areas which were not under direct rule of the Ethiopian lords, stretching as far as the lowlands and the plains of the Sudan, were considered to belong to Ethiopia. These areas would
be penetrated from time to time … and the inhabitants would be forced to pay tribute …

This concept of pliability of the frontier (teref) is widely recognised by many ethnic groups
on both sides of the border. In some cases, territorial claims are also based on historic, cultural and ethnic distribution (Asiwaju 1984, 2013; Clapham 1996; Nugent 1996; Young
1999). For instance, in the Gambela area, the Nuer were concentrated in the Southern
Sudan during the British administration, but many have moved into Ethiopia in the last
century and now constitute as the dominant ethnic group in Gambela, accounting for
40% of the population according to the 1994 Census (Young 1999; Fayissa 2010, 317).
In Geleb and Hamerbako areas (Gemu Gofa), the Geleb (also known as Dassanech) and
Bume (also known as Nyangatom) tribes move back and forth across the border for
hunting, to ﬁnd pasture for their cattle or red soil for their hair.

Local perceptions: the Gwang River is our boundary
The frontier (teref) between the Sudan and Ethiopia is a large territory that has a long
history of interface between the peoples of the two countries as they move back and
forth for trade, pastureland and to experience cultural and social exchanges.13 Despite
the ﬂuidity of the territorial limit, local people living alongside the border are fully
aware of the extent of the frontier in their region – which is where they grow food,
graze their cattle or conduct commerce – and in cases where there are natural features
such as rivers or mountain chains, local people deﬁne their territorial limit by using
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such natural characteristics. The current Ethio-Sudanese boundary demarcation problem
emanates partly from the cultural construct and divergence of views on the border
between local people and that of the central government.
In the case of Ethiopia and the Sudan, people on both sides of the boundary have their
own knowledge of where the border (teref) lies, and this line is often different from what
their own government claims. For instance, farmers in the Humera–Metema corridor maintain that the Gwang River (Atbara) has always been the boundary that separated their territory from the Sudan. This belief goes back many years to the time of Dejazmach Kinfu of
Dembia who scored a decisive victory with the Egyptians at the Battle of Wad Kaltabu in
1837 (Zewde 2003), Emperor Tewodros who fought against the Egyptians at Debarki in
1848, and Yohannis who died in Metema in 1889 defending his empire. It is also commonly
venerated by local minstrels and vocalists as the following Amharic exhortation from the
area on defending the borderland illustrates:
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Translation:
Angereb, Tekezze and Gwang are our rivers
Let our border guard Yohannis (Emperor) speak the truth
Our children are decimated/dispersed, but we are still alive
Despite the trauma/pressure to erase us from our locale
Worse, a government that does not represent us dispenses aches and pains
Problem in Gondar, problem in Gojam, problem there is
Despondent, depressed, with our heads bowed we cannot remain
They seized the Humera, Metema, Abderaﬁ, Armachiho … the land
that was set as our lot
Certain that there would be no one to challenge them from our side
The youth of Gondar, Gojam, Shewa, Harer, Bale … … … . …
My country’s youth, why have you lazed?
Change the judge/system and seek justice for your case/land.
Note: This poem draws from various local sources including from Fasil Demoz’s famous song
Aresut. Translation by author.

The area extending from Setit-Humera to Metema has a long history of large-scale agricultural development going back to the mid-1960s. Prior to that, only small farms located
close to major towns such as Metema and Humera existed. At this juncture, it is important
to consider what the major reasons were for the expansion of commercial development in
this area during this period.
In the mid-1960s, as part of the Third Five Year Development Plan (1968–1973), the Ethiopian government adopted what is known as the ‘package programme’ to develop agriculture.
This programme focused on the concentration of ﬁnancial and manpower resources in the
development of a few promising areas to improve the agricultural productivity of the
country and to expand exports (Cohen 1987, 42). Young agriculture graduates from
Alemaya (Haramaya) University and Ambo Technical College were encouraged to start commercial farms, in some cases with government assistance. As part of the ‘package programme’, the government gave tax exemptions when importing tractors, plant protection
chemicals and fuel for agriculture. In addition, large agrarian investments above US
$200,000 were given three to ﬁve years of income tax relief. Low interest rate credits were
also made available to enterprising farmers through the Agricultural Development Bank
(Cohen 1987). This programme encouraged thousands of enterprising farmers to move to
the Humera, Abderaﬁ and Metema areas to grow sesame, sorghum and cotton, transforming
the area into one of the major agricultural development areas in the country. Prior to the nationalisation of rural land by the Derg in 1974, it is believed that there were over 1000 commercial
farmers employing close to 900 tractors in the Humera area alone. In 1974, total farm population in the area, including daily labourers, was estimated to be around 35,000. In addition,
there were about 200 commercial farmers in the Metema area during this period (personal
communication with farmers who still have families farming in the area, October 2014).
In terms of security, the border area had a long history of local control to preserve peace
and security in the region. A local militia known as Teref Tebaki (frontier security guards)
assumed the responsibility of maintaining peace and security in the area. The militia
included a force of about 160 soldiers, drawn largely from the Armachiho, Quara and
Humera areas, organised into different divisions.14
By contrast, conditions on the western side of the Gwang (Atbara) River were different.
The British and later the Sudanese administration were resettling large groups of farmers
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along the border. The settlers were ethnic Fellata (from Nigeria), and other groups from
Darfur, Chad and other west and central African areas who were stranded in Sudan on
their way to or back from Mecca, Saudi Arabia. With time, a large number of towns
such as Bereket Nuri, Sundus and Hilet Katir developed on the Sudan side of the
Gwang (Atbara) River. No Sudanese settlement existed on the eastern side of the
Gwang River (see Figure 4).
Ethiopian farms were located on the eastern part of the Gwang River, but the farmers
resided in major towns such as Humera, Abderaﬁ and Metema due to fears of malaria.15
According to Cox et al. (1999), on a scale of 1 to 5 (with 1 indicating no risk and 5 indicating
highest risk), most of the territories in the border area had a value of 5, making this a high
malaria risk area. It is this large tract of land, formerly used by Ethiopian farmers, that is
now being contested, with the Ethiopian government negotiating to cede to the Sudanese
government.
Further south in the area extending from Metema to the Shinfa (Rahad) River around
Nefsgebeya and the western Quara areas, the government is pressuring farmers to
move further inland into Ethiopia, vacating the traditional farm areas they had held
along the border. This government action has wrecked the lives of thousands of
farmers in the region. According to some reports, as much as 65,000 acres of land is
believed to have been given over to the Sudanese government in the northern part of
the border area alone (see note 2).

Contested areas
It is very difﬁcult to provide a comprehensive list of the areas along the border that are
contested by both Ethiopia and the Sudan for three reasons. First, local farmers have a
different understanding of where the boundary line rests and they move back and forth
freely to cultivate land and to graze their cattle in the frontier area. Second, because of
malaria problems and inaccessibility due to lack of roads, the area has remained sparsely
populated; it is only in the last few decades that some towns started to develop in the
region. Third, both the Ethiopian and the Sudanese governments paid very little attention
to problems in the area except during the time of political crises as in the case of the Eritrean and Anya Nya insurgent movements in Ethiopia and Sudan, respectively.
Despite the above problems and the existence of a porous boundary, it is possible to
identify some areas claimed by Ethiopian farmers based on cultural construct and local
ownership of farms for many years.16 These areas approximate the general location of contested areas which were identiﬁed by Al-Nur (1971, 209) based on claims made by the two
governments. These areas are represented in Figures 4–6.
The areas along the border claimed by Ethiopian farmers are estimated to be
between 20 and 50 km wide; however, the actual sizes can vary in width depending
on the speciﬁc location. Most of the area that is contested constitutes of rich agricultural land formed by the alluvial soil deposits of the major rivers in the region. Therefore, efforts to move Ethiopian farmers from this area would deprive them not only of
rich agricultural land but also of access to the waters of the major rivers in the region.
These areas have become zones of conﬂict with occasional skirmishes between Ethiopian and Sudanese farmers. The latest conﬂict occurred in October 2015 when several
Sudanese farmers were killed (Sudan Tribune, 28 October 2015). The succeeding section
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identiﬁes some of the major areas claimed by local Ethiopian farmers based on historical facts and reality on the ground.
(A) Setit-Humera: Includes most of the Al-Fashaqa Triangle. It extends for about 40–50 km
west of the boundary line and includes part of the major agricultural zones of Lukdi
and Mechach.
(B) Delelo-Shimele Gara: Located on the eastern side of the Gwang River extending from
Abderaﬁ south to Metema. It covers the rich agricultural land bounded by the two
major rivers – the Angereb and the Gwang. This area constitutes the large tract of
land formed by the alluvial deposits of the Gwang and Angereb rivers and their
tributaries.
(C) Taya–Fazrah: Comprises a strip of land extending from Gallabat and Metema towns
south up to the Shinfa (Rahad) River. The area includes the region that Gwynn incorporated in the 1903 demarcation to include the Kunjara tribe into the Sudan. Both
Taya and Fazrah served as border posts, and the surrounding region was used by
Ethiopians for cattle grazing and as a wild animal reserve.
(D) Nefsgebeya: Extends from the Rahad River south into Metekel (Gojam) following the
present boundary. Nefsgebeya includes much of the rich agricultural land covered
with bamboo forest, gum trees and acacia. The area is rich in wild animals since
there are very few settlements to disturb the ecology.
(E) Kurmuk: The strip of land extending from Kurmuk town south to Jebel Jerok, incorporated into the Sudan during Gwynn’s demarcation in 1903.
(F) Melile: From the town of Melile the boundary follows the Akobo River and then connects with the Kibish River which ﬂows into Lake Turkana. Based on information from
tribal groups in the area, Gwynn pushed the boundary line to the east incorporating a
large tract of land into the Sudan.
While the effort here is to identify the general location of the contested areas, one
cannot be certain of the extent of geographic coverage of the areas since it varies from
place to place. One of the major challenges of the Ethio-Sudan boundary issue has
been the lack of a reliable and accurate base map. Any effort to estimate the geographic
coverage of the contested areas without such a map would be counterproductive.

Conclusion
Ethiopia and Sudan share a common boundary of over 1600 km, but the demarcation and
management of the territories on the ground have remained a bone of contention
between the two countries for over 60 years. This paper demonstrated how successive
Ethiopian governments have tried to address the problem to no avail, and by and large,
the status quo remained until 2007 when the EPRDF, the current ruling government,
decided to enter into negotiations with the Sudan. For many years, the Sudanese governments have argued that Ethiopian farmers in the Humera area have illegally encroached
into Sudanese territory while Ethiopian farmers have maintained that they are farming
within Ethiopian territory. The various diplomatic negotiations between the two governments going back to the mid-1960s have been trying to ﬁnd an amicable resolution to
these divergent claims. While some may argue that EPRDF’s latest initiative to negotiate
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with the Sudan is consistent with the actions of past governments, that is, trying to resolve
the problem of divergent claims, others maintain that EPRDF’s unilateral decision to reach
an agreement that would relinquish large tracts of land to the Sudan and relocate farmers
on the border while ignoring the interests of local farmers already present is a cavalier act
which goes against national interest. Consequently, the government’s actions have
created an outcry and resentment on the part of many Ethiopian individuals and
groups. The process and the decision to address border problems without evaluating
the implications on those that are directly impacted by the decision is viewed as being
contrary to the principles and philosophy of the AU’s latest initiative on how African
countries can, through the AUBP, address their border problems and achieve longlasting peace with their neighbours.
The AUBP is a new initiative introduced by the AU Peace and Security Commission to
help reduce the boundary problem of African countries. The programme is based on a
basic premise that there should be a change in philosophy and outlook of African
countries on how to resolve boundary problems. The change must be grounded in a
major paradigm shift that views the boundary as a ‘bridge’ that promotes mutual
cooperation, regional integration and socioeconomic development among neighbouring
countries rather than as a ‘barrier’ that blocks interaction among communities (Asiwaju
2013; AU 2013). More importantly, the border programme has to be people oriented
and conducive to protecting the interest of those people living along the border rather
than focusing on traditional state-oriented bureaucratic and legalistic mumbo-jumbo.
By reaching an agreement that would ﬁnalise the border issue without considering
some of the important elements of the AUBP, it seems that the EPRDF has put the cart
before the horse. There are important capacity building and conﬁdence enhancing
elements that the EPRDF has ignored in spite of the recommendations of the AUBP.17
Ethiopia and the Sudan, although they have had their share of political differences
(each supporting each other’s secessionist movements), had vibrant trade relations
even before the independence of Sudan in 1956. In the last 30 years, there have been signiﬁcant changes in the development of infrastructure, speciﬁcally road networks that
connect major Ethiopian border towns – Humera, Metema, Asosa and Gambela – to Sudanese towns. In addition, Sudan has served as home to thousands of Ethiopian refugees dislocated by war and famine. Similarly, thousands of Sudanese refugees moving into the
Gambela area have received shelter in Ethiopia during times of crises.
In terms of trade, Ethiopia’s export to the Sudan exceeds their combined total export to
the Horn of Africa countries, with Ethiopia’s export to Sudan having grown by 900% in the
last ﬁve years (from 219 million birr in 2005 to 2.3 billion birr in 2010/2011; US$1.00 = 19.5
birr)). Similarly, Ethiopia’s import from Sudan reached 2.4 billion in 2010/2011, giving
Sudan a trade surplus of $104.8 million birr (National Bank of Ethiopia 2011).
Sudan’s plan to purchase power from Ethiopia’s Great Renaissance Electrical Dam
(GRED) is the latest evidence of economic integration between the two countries. There
are also plans to establish cultural exchange programmes and to push for a robust
cross-border trade between Ethiopia and the Sudan.
These kinds of tangible regional integration programmes should be allowed to ﬂourish
before initiating border demarcation negotiations. Once the institutional mechanisms for a
free ﬂow of people and goods between Ethiopia and the Sudan are established, then the
need for realignment of borderlines and relocation of communities would be secondary,
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and the border can serve as a ‘bridge’ that promotes mutual understanding and foundation for new development opportunities. If the EPRDF wants to succeed in reaching
an agreement with the Sudan that would be long-lasting and would have the support
of many Ethiopians, it is imperative that the government focus on implementing the recommendations of the AUBP before embarking on any decision that could result in the cessation of land to Sudan or relocation of farmers from their land.

Notes
1. Although the two countries have largely maintained these divergent positions, there were times
when they ﬂip-ﬂopped from their stand depending on the political climate of the time. In the
case of Ethiopia, depending on the political climate the government has taken a stand which
can be characterized as at best ambiguous, and at worst, contradictory. For instance, in 1964,
Foreign Minister Ketema Yifru declared that Ethiopia would not recognize the demarcation
made by Major Gwynn (see Ethiopian Herald, 9 July 1964 and note 8). In 1967, Ethiopia and
Sudan agreed to accept the 1902 and 1907 treaties, but not Gwynn’s demarcation, and let
the status quo continue on occupied farms in each other’s territories (see Brownlie 1979,
882–883). In 1972, the Ethiopian government took a position which was a complete volteface from the 1964 or 1967 positions. In an Exchange of Notes, the Ethiopian government indicated that Ethiopia would accept the 1902 and 1907 treaties and the demarcation by Major
Gwynn provided certain rectiﬁcations: including maintaining the status quo that allows
farmers and settlers on both sides to continue farming until a ﬁnal resolution is reached, and
redrawing the boundary line on the crest rather than at the base of the mountains with 3 km
arc into the Ethiopian territory. Under the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF), Prime Ministers Meles and HaileMariam publicly declared that Ethiopia is negotiating
with the Sudan and plans are underway to put boundary posts on the ground. See Sudan
Tribune, (14 June 2007, 3 December 2013).
2. The question of how much land has been ceded to Sudan is not clear. The government maintains that it has not given any piece of Ethiopian land to the Sudan except returning farms that
belonged to Sudanese farmers which were occupied by Ethiopian farmers in 1996 (Sudan
Tribune, 22 June 2015). Despite the government’s denial that no land had been ceded to the
Sudan, many of the local farmers are sceptical of the government’s explanation due to the
secrecy under which the negotiation was conducted. Also, since many of the ‘old’ farmers are
now dislocated from the area and instead the government has settled on it its ex-ﬁghters
and other supports of the government, it is difﬁcult to clearly isolate how much land has actually
been lost to the Sudan. Regardless of the controversy, several news sources have reported that
thousands of acres of land have been returned to the Sudan. For instance, in July 2007, the
Sudan Tribune reported that a joint Sudanese Ethiopian committee agreed to handover agricultural land to 17 Sudanese villages located on the border (4 July 2007). Similarly, on 5 June 2008,
citing a former regional ofﬁcer in Gambela area, Alisha Ryu of the Voice of America (VOA)
reported that as many as 2000 people have been displaced in Gambela area as a result of
clashes between residents and Sudanese soldiers (AbbayMedia.com, accessed 4 April 2014).
In January 2014, in an interview by Andnet Radio (a Washington, DC, Amharic radio station), a
youth group member from Welqayit who participated in a workshop on the border for youth
groups organized by the local government, reported that as much as 65,000 hectares of land
had been ceded to the Sudan (Andenet Radio Interview, 21 January 2014).
3. On 3 December 2013, the Sudan Tribune reported that the Ethio-Sudan Border Joint Committee
had reached an agreement to end the dispute over the ownership of agricultural land on the
border, particularly in the Al-Fashaqa area.
4. For an illustrative discussion on the consequences of the arbitrarily drawn colonial boundaries
on Ethiopia’s border with Somalia, see Woldemariam (1964) and with Eritrea, Boundary Commission (2002).
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5. For more on this concept, see Asiwaju (1984, 2013) and Anale (2013).
6. For an historical assessment of the Ethio-British negotiations, see Marcus (1963), Abir (1967),
Ullendorf (1967) and Zewde (1976). I have also beneﬁted from a draft Amharic report prepared
by a special committee under the Chairmanship of Professor Mesﬁn Woldemariam (see Woldemariam et al. 1981).
7. For more on this, see the opinions rendered by a legal sub-committee established by the Ethiopian government in 1966 (Ministry of Interior Archive No. 2002/1657, cited in Woldemariam
1981, 18–19).
8. A good example of the early position of the Ethiopian government regarding the unilateral
demarcation by Major Gwynn is the following statement by Ato Ketema Yifru, Ethiopia’s
Foreign Minister. In 1964 in the Ethiopian Herald (9 July) Ketma Yifru said: ‘The 1902 Treaty delimited the frontier between the two countries (Sudan and Ethiopia) … The Sudan Government had
sought the recognition of the ‘Major Gwynn line’. Major Gwynn was a British civil servant who
placed large heaps of stones arbitrarily in demarcating the Ethiopian – Sudanese territory. …
Major Gwynn represented only one side, since he had not been delegated with any authority
by the Ethiopian Government to demarcate the boundary on its behalf’.
9. The rectiﬁcation was made because Martinelli, the Italian Commissioner in Eritrea, complained
that trade routes between Ethiopia and Eritrea would be disrupted if the boundary commenced
at the junction of Khor Um Hajer and the Setit River. This rectiﬁcation is also known as the
“Talbot-Martinelli demarcation line”. For more on this issue, see Brownlie (1979, 868–869) and
Boundary Commission (2002, 59–67).
10. In his report to the Sudan’s Civil Secretary on deﬂections of the Treaty line, Gwynn notes:
I have received no deﬁnite instructions as to the limit of deﬂections which might be made
from the Treaty line, though it was obvious in certain places deﬂections would be necessary as it would be impossible to demarcate some of the long stretches of straight lines
forming the boundary, notably between Setit and Gallabat. I therefore assumed that I
was entrusted with a pretty free hand to make the best boundary I could devise in the
interests of both parties … . (See Cromer to Landsdowne, Enclosure No. 5, 6 July 1903,
cited in Ali Taha 1983, 83)
11. When Menelik complained to Harrington, ‘if the British Government is trying to take my land I
will defend it’, Harrington is believed to have said: ‘we are not like the Italians; if we wanted to
take your land, we would have pushed for the unity of the Nile’ – a statement meant to demonstrate the military might of Britain. See Harrington’s letter to Rodd, 18 September 1889, FO 403/
204 (cited in Woldemariam 1981).
12. Menelik had promised Rodd that he would maintain a position of neutrality in his relationship
with the Mahadi vis-à-vis the British; but when the British captured Khartoum they found letters
of friendship written after Rodd’s visit from Menelik and his dignitaries, Ras Mengesha, Negus
Teklehaymanot and Bitwoded Mengesha Atikem (Woldemariam 1981).
13. There are several reports from local administrators and government experts that refer to crossboundary movements of people cited in the document prepared under the chairmanship of
Professor Mesﬁn Woldemariam. See Ministry of Interior Archive No. 2002/1657, Woldemariam
(1981).
14. Among the well-known shambels (captains) of the area were Fitawrari Sereba Lema of Humera;
Demas Kefale and Abelneh Nadew of Quara; Alemu Layew, Biru Layew and Melesse Bogale of
Armachiho; and Ayalneh Mengesha of Adagn Ager. In return, the militia was exempted from
paying agricultural taxes and from military service obligations during a national call to
defend the home land as in the case of the Adwa war. They were also given riﬂes by the
central government for protection. I want to thank Mr Adane Atanaw who grew up in the
area and is knowledgeable about the region for the information on the organization of the
militia and the names of the shambels from the different areas.
15. Some of the farmers farming close to the Gwang River with mechanized farming of 5-10 gasha.
(1 gasha = approx. 40 hectares) were:

JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY AFRICAN STUDIES

463

In Delelo area – Atanaw Wasie, Zege Eshete, Eshete Ferede, Eshete Wolde, Tiruneh Layew,
Getu Kefale, and Dr. Melaku Tegene, to name a few. In Metema area – Atanaw Wasie,
Getahun Asegu, Gete Alemu, Adane Jemberu, Col. Asnake Engida, Col. Imiru Wonde, Banti
Reda, Alemu Tessema, Ferede and Tiruneh Zerihun, Association of Retired Army Veterans,
Woiz. Abekyelesh Yimer, to name a few. There were about 200 farmers in Metema area
alone. (Personal communication with a family member of one of the farmers, October 13,
2014)
16. The areas identiﬁed are strictly from the Ethiopian farmers’ side.
17. Based on the Nigeria–Cameroun border demarcation experience, Asiwaju (2013, 136–140) has
summarized the salient elements of the AUBP, which also can be a good lesson to draw from for
other African countries.
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Appendix
The 1902 Treaty map

Source: Signed copy of 1902 Treaty between Great Britain and Ethiopia, 15 May 1902.

