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1.  Forward 
 
By Helen Clark, former Prime Minister of New Zeeland  

 

The conflict in Tigray has become one of the most intractable in the world. The 

unprecedented expulsion from Ethiopia of seven senior UN officials set the seal on a 

bitter year of fighting that has killed many thousands and left an estimated 5.2 

million people in need of food aid.  

In the past six months, opportunities for resolution have been lost and attempts by 

international partners to defuse the crisis have failed. Instead, the fighting has 

intensified and the humanitarian crisis has deepened. The Ethiopian Government 

has effectively turned it s back on some of its key global partners in the face of their 

expressions of concern.  

It is impossible in a few paragraphs to chart every development of the war and to 

honour the sufferings of its victims and the dedication of the humanitarians who 

have tried to mitigate the hardships. I hope, however, in prefacing this report, that 

the first anniversary of the war in Tigray can be marked by renewed commitment to 

ending it.  

In June this year, Tigrayan forces retook Mekelle. The Ethiopian Government 

announced a unilateral ceasefire, pledged that the Eritrean military would withdraw 

from the region and that humanitarian access would be possible, and agreed to an 

investigation of atrocities and to the prosecution of perpetrators of sexual violence.  

On the military front, though the ceasefire did not materialise. Events since then 

have been difficult to verify due to the communications shutdown across the region. 

The initial retaking of Mekelle was followed by a series of military advances by the 

Tigray Defence Forces (TDF), putting it in control of much of the region, with the 
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exception of the far north, controlled by the Eritrean military, and the west, occupied 

by Amhara militia.  

Meanwhile, a resurgence of ethnic violence in Oromia, with an alliance between the 

Oromo Liberation Army (OLA) and the TDF, complicated the situation for the 

Ethiopian Government. In early September, there were reports that a coalition of 

Ethiopian, Eritrean, and Amhara forces had stopped the TDF advance and defeated 

its troops in Afar, which borders on Tigray. That was in turn followed by reports 

that the strategic route between the key towns of Gondar and Bahir Dar had been 

captured by the Tigrayans.  

What is clear is that the early warnings of protracted conflict set out in the f irst 

edition of this report have been more than justified. There has been no conclusive 

military victory on either side. Equally clear is the continued involvement of the 

Eritrean military, in defiance of repeated calls by the international community for i t 

to withdraw. Finally, and most regrettably, there have been reports on all sides of 

civilian casualties.  

From the start of the conflict, there were also warnings of the risk of an acute 

humanitarian crisis in a region with inherent food insecurity. Ther e is a 

comprehensive discussion of that in this report. The warnings increased as fighting 

continued through the harvest period and into the new planting season. The current 

catastrophic food shortages were wholly predictable and preventable. The 23 

September 2021 report from the United Nations Office for the Co -ordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said that seventy per cent of the population of Tigray, 

some four million people, were experiencing high levels of food insecurity, and that 

400,000 were suffering from catastrophic hunger levels. Deaths by starvation of 150 

people in Tigray have been reported, including of six children at Mekelle hospital.  

The spread of the conflict has triggered food insecurity in Afar and Amhara where 

over 500,000 people have received food aid. 

Despite the acute needs, there have been ongoing challenges to the delivery of food 

aid. In recent weeks there has been a series of reports of attacks on food aid and 

looting of warehouses and trucks, with accusations against all parties to the conflict. 

In mid -September came the disclosure that one of the obstacles to distribution of 

food aid was lack of trucks, with only 38 out of 445 contracted non -World Food 

Programme (WFP) trucks returning from Tigray since July.  

The UN has warned, however, that the real blockage to the distribution of food aid 

has been the Ethiopian Governmentõs failure to provide humanitarian access to the 

region. In late September, the newly-appointed head of OCHA, said that a nearly 
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three-month long "de -facto blockade" of Tigray's borders had restricted aid 

deliveries. "This is man-made, this can be remedied by the act of government,ó he 

said. The blocking of food aid has added credibility to those arguing that famine is 

being used as a weapon of war, and that the targeting of Tigrayan civilians could be 

regarded as genocidal.  

From the outset the conflict in Tigray was marked by extreme violence. Few could 

forget the reports of massacres at Mai Kadra, Axum, and Mahbere Dego, or the 

pictures circulating on social media. Yet those atrocities have been matched in the 

months since by reports from inside Sudan of bodies of people identified as 

Tigrayan pulled  out of the Setit (Tekeze) river, murdered and mutilated, probably in 

Humera. There is evidence that all sides to the dispute have questions to answer 

over the actions taken by their combatants. The recent Human Rights Watch report 

into attacks on Eritrean refugees from the camps at Hitsats and Shimelba amplifies 

the points made in this report. At the time of writing, the report of the joint 

investigation into atrocities by the UN Office for High Commissioner for Human 

Rights and the Ethiopian Human Rights Council is due for publication, the month 

after one of the formerõs staff members was expelled from Ethiopia.  

Yet, while all sides have questions to answer about possible war crimes, the 

questions about genocide attach only to the activities of the Ethiopian and Eritrean 

government forces. As well, in July, Reuters reported a wave of arrests in Addis 

Ababa of ethnic Tigrayans, and the closure of Tigrayan-owned businesses. There has 

also been a reported increase in the use of hate speech by regime allies, and the UN 

Special Adviser on the Prevention of Genocide has expressed alarm at this 

increase in use of dangerous rhetoric by Ethiopiaõs political leaders. Notable 

amongst these was the speech by independent MP and Prime Ministerial adviser 

Daniel Kibret, who targeted the Tigray Peopleõs Liberation Front (TPLF) saying that, 

òThey should be erasedé from historical records. A person who wants to study 

them should find nothing about them. Maybe he can find out about them by 

digging in the ground.ó   

Humanitarian agencies have found themselves caught in the crossfire between the 

warring parties and the civilian population. For some the pressures of protecting 

their staff whilst also pressing for much needed resources became impossible. At the 

end of July came the expulsion of Medecins San Frontieres (MSF) and the 

Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), two highly respected NGOs who had 

consistently spoken out about the unfolding disaster. Twenty -three humanitarian 

workers have been killed in the conflict, incl uding eleven from the locally based 

Relief Society of Tigray. One of the most outspoken statements has come from the 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-03/famine-tigray-400000-people-fears-fighting/100265908
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-03/famine-tigray-400000-people-fears-fighting/100265908
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new head of OCHA, Martin Griffiths, who at the end of September called Tigray òa 

stain on our conscience.ó Two days later his organisation was singled out in the 

expulsion of UN officials from Ethiopia. Five OCHA officials, including the head of 

office, were given 72 hours to leave, along with the head of the UNICEF office and 

an official from the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rig hts. 

Since June, more governments have increased their advocacy for an end to the 

conflict. Initially, many were more muted in their response to a conflict that 

threatens the stability of a key nation in the Horn of Africa. Most notably, measures 

have been taken this year by the new United States Administration. After repeated 

calls from the Administration for action went unheeded, the President issued a 

sweeping executive order on September 17th. It said that òWidespread violence, 

atrocities, and serious human rights abuse, including those involving ethnic -based 

violence, rape and other forms of gender-based violence, and obstruction of 

humanitarian operationsó were a threat to US national security and foreign policy. It 

set a framework for a sanctions regime against Ethiopian, Eritrean, Amhara, and 

TPLF personnel aimed at ending the war. The European Union has also considered 

sanctions over Tigray, whilst its most vocal members, Germany and Ireland, have 

been quick to condemn the expulsion of UN officials f rom Addis.  The United 

Kingdom, for whom Ethiopia is a top aid recipient, has focused on the prevalence of 

sexual violence in the conflict in Tigray, as covered in this report, and deployed two 

of its preventing sexual violence team to Ethiopia. The Africa n Union meanwhile has 

sent former Nigerian President Olusegun Obasanjo to mediate.  

Now, a year into the conflict, the international community should double down on 

efforts to find a negotiated settlement which would enable humanitarian relief to 

reach besieged Tigray and provide for steps towards a sustainable peace. 

To this end, the need remains for:  

¶ A ceasefire with agreements on boundaries and access corridors, especially in 

strongly contested areas of western Tigray with an inclusive national dialogue to 

find a sustainable settlement. 

¶ Immediate and full humanitarian access to all areas affected by the conflict with 

safety guarantees    for humanitarian workers.  

¶  Eritrean troops to honour the commitments given for them to withdraw.  

¶ Judicial action to follow up whatever outcomes there are from the joint UN and 

Ethiopian investigation of human rights abuses, and a fully independent 

investigation of subsequent abuses, including into the use of sexual violence.  



 8 

This earlier edition of this report s et out the story of how the conflict in Tigray had 

unfolded into one of the most pressing humanitarian crises of our time. Many of its 

worst fears have been realised. A year on from the start of the conflict, it is time for 

the international community to a ct to end the conflict and secure a peaceful and 

secure future for Tigrayõs people.  

 
Preface by Habte Hagos, Chair of Eritrea Focus  
 
The tragic, brutal  and entirely predictable war in Tigray has brought immense 
suffering to the Tigrayan people, exacerbated the long suffering of the Eritrean 
people and caused misery to families across the Horn of Africa. This report is an 
attempt to capture the complexities of the war and the events that led up to it. It 
includes detailed explanations of everything from the  origins of the conflict and the 
looted treasures of the region to the atrocities committed against the Tigrayan people 
in general and women in particular. The authors have attempted to provide a 
dispassionate analysis of these dramatic events, from a variety of perspectives. 
Eritrea Focus encourages this diversity of opinions, without endorsing all the views 
contained in the report.  
 
Although the atrocities we have chronicled are despicable and horrific, they should 
not come as a surprise. Almost every single atrocity inflicted on innocent Tigrayan 
civilians have been, and are being, committed against the people of Eritrean. Their 
heroic fight for independence, and against Ethiopian oppression, culminated in the 
liberation of Asmara in 1991 and our de-jure independence in 1993. Yet our hard-
won freedom has been illusory:  Eritrea has become a prison-state for its people.  
President Isaias Afwerkiõs regime is not constrained by a functioning constitution, a 
parliament or an effective judicial system. It is a n absolute dictatorship by a leader 
who has never faced an election.  
 
The 2020 Country Report on Human Rights Practices issued in March 2021 by the US 
Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor on Eritrea graphically described the 
atrocities committed by  the Eritrean regime against its people1:  
 
òSignificant human rights issues included: unlawful and arbitrary killings, forced 
disappearance; torture; and arbitrary detention, all committed by the government; 
harsh and life-threatening prison and detention center conditions; political prisoners; 
serious problems with judicial independence; arbitrary or unlawful interference with 
privacy; the worst forms of restrictions on free expression and the press, including 
censorship and the existence of criminal libel laws; substantial interference with the 
rights of peaceful assembly and freedom of association; severe restrictions on 
religious freedom; widespread restrictions on freedom of movement; inability of 
citizens to change their government peacefully through free and fair elections; 

 
1 Eritrea - United States Department of State 

https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/eritrea/
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restrictions on poli tical participation; trafficking in persons; criminalization of 
consensual same-sex sexual conduct; and the worst forms of child laboró.  

 
These atrocities, and others, have been chronicled annually since 2014 by the UN 
Human Rights Commission.2 However, the international community has failed to use 
the information in these reports to take action against the Eritrean government; instead 
preferring to look the other way. This has left Eritreaõs people to suffer in perpetuity, 
behind closed doors. These horrific abuses, first inflicted on the Eritrean people, are now 
being exported to Tigray. The inaction of the international community has made  this 
possible.   
  
This report was conceived on the day of the outbreak of the Tigray war in November 
2020 and has been brought together over many months. It is being published as 
events are unfolding in the most dramatic fashion. The re-capture of Mekell e on 
Monday 28 June by Tigrayan forces, in what can only be described as a stunning 
victory for the Tigray Defence Forces, has transformed the situation. However, it has 
not been possible to capture all aspects of these transformative events in this version 
of the report. We aim to provide a fuller, updated version at a later date.  
 
At this critical moment Eritrea Focus ð as an Eritrean human rights organisation ð 
calls for the following.  
 
First:  The immediate, unconditional and verifiable withdrawal of a ll Eritrean forces 
from Tigray and the rest of Ethiopia. Unless the Eritrean troops withdraw 
immediately, the unilateral ceasefire proclaimed by the Ethiopian government on 28 
June will leave large areas of Tigray under occupation. This cannot be the basis for 
peace and will prolong the war in which thousands of Eritrean youth continue to 
perish. 
 
Second: In the light of the famine now gripping Tigray, with 900,000 identified as 
close to starvation, it is vital that all bottlenecks and roadblocks on Ethiopi an roads, 
preventing humanitarian assistance reaching the needy, are removed. The ports of 
Eritrea and Djibouti must also be open to shipping so that aid from the international 
community can flow through them. The aid route through Sudan (used during the 
1984-85 famine) also needs to be re-opened. These measures are both vital and 
urgent. 
 
Third: Those responsible for the atrocities committed during the war ð especially 
those who systematically abused women and sent underage Eritrean children to war 
ð must be held to account. This requires an internationally recognised, independent 
investigation and reference to international courts, if local courts prove incapable of 
prosecuting those involved. No -one ð including the leaders of Ethiopia and Eritrea ð 
should be granted immunity.  
 

 
2 https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Countries/AFRICARegion/Pages/ERIndex.aspx  
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Fourth: All works of art and means of production, as well as personal belonging, 
looted by the occupying powers , must be returned. An international commission 
should be established to take stock of what has been stolen, and assist with the 
restoration of damaged works. A precedent for this exists in the commission 
established at the end of the Eritrea-Ethiopia border war of 1998 ð 2000 to assess the 
responsibility for goods looted and homes and factories damaged on both sides of 
the border.  
 
Fifth: It is vital that the good personal relations between Tigrayan and Eritrean 
communities, so terribly damaged by the current war, should be mended. This will 
take careful work by community and religious leaders. It is important to remember 
that both Eritreans and Tigrayans have suffered ruthless repression at the hands of 
President Isaias who wants to create hatred and division between our two peoples.  
We must not fall into this deceitful trap. There is immense goodwill between the 
Eritrean and Tigray an diaspora. We should all work hard to build on this goodwill, 
and not allow events at home to divide or embitter us.  
 
Sixth: As Eritreans we hold President Isaias Afwerki personally responsible for this 
war. His alliance with, and manipulation of, Prime  Minister Abiy Ahmed brought 
this unnecessary war upon our peoples and the region. President Isaias runs one of 
the worldõs most dictatorial regimes and he, and the tiny circle around him, must 
not escape from this tragedy unscathed. They must be brought to justice and we call 
on the international community to ensure that this takes place.  
 
And finally, a message to Eritrean diaspora. Every conflict has a silver lining and the 
tragic Tigray war has shown the coming together of the Eritrean s abroad in a way 
that has never been seen before. There are ongoing concerted discussions about 
forming an Eritrean Government in Exile to replace the unelected regime in Asmara. 
Others are working proactively to establish a representative group that can advocate 
for the rights of the Eritrean people and to engage with the international community. 
This is the time and there is the momentum for us all to rise to the challenge. It is an 
opportunity we must grasp.  
 
Dictators have a limited shelf life and President Isaias is no different. It is essential 
that we prepare in unison for a smooth transition to a peaceful and democratic 
Eritrea.   
 
 
Preface by Prof. Kjetil Tronvoll, Director, Oslo Analytica  
 
The war on Tigray is a political, social, economic and humanitarian disas ter, 
instigated by unaccountable political leaders in Ethiopia and Eritrea. This report 
outlines the key elements of the crisis and its impact on the people of Tigray in 
particular, and Ethiopia and Eritrea in general. The report will serve as a useful too l 
for the international community to increase their understanding of the complexities 
of the war, its political background, and future implications.  
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Oslo Analytical has been engaged in policy research on the political developments in 
the Horn of Africa in general and in Ethiopia and Eritrea in particular for several 
years. Our key efforts have been concentrating on providing policy advice to 
internatio nal actors on the radical political changes occurring in Ethiopia , especially 
since Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed  came to power in 2018. While praising the early 
reforms and diplomatic initiative towards Eritrea, we cautioned about the shift of 
policy directio ns in late 2018 and how it would impact stability and political 
trajectory of the country and undermine a genuine people -to-people peace process 
between the two countries. We have in particular addressed the so-called Ethiopian -
Eritrean òpeace processó and its political motivations and objectives, expressing a 
scepticism the genuine interest and the pursuit of peace by President Isaias Afwerki . 
Based on research in the Tigrayan-Eritrean borders, we unveiled a more sinister 
motive, which fed into our analysi s of the new political dynamics.  
 
Since the abolition of EPRDF and subsequent establishment of the Prosperity Party 
in December 2019, it became clear that political developments in Ethiopia would 
lead to an armed confrontation between the Federal government and the Tigray 
regional government  unless conflict preventive measures were put in place. Oslo 
Analytica tried to mobili se the international community to undertake active conflict 
prevention diplomacy from early 2019, alas in vain.   
 
Since the outbreak of war, we have been focusing on disseminating empirical based 
analysis on the war and its political and social impact in Tigray, Ethiopia, and 
Eritrea, with a three -fold objective: a) to support conflict prevention and mitigation; 
b) to alleviate the plight of the citizens of the Horn of Africa; and c) to end human 
rights violations and war crimes committed  with impunity . We believe this report 
will greatly help in this endeavour.  
 
 

2. Introduction : war, offensives and atrocities   
 
By Martin Plaut 3 
 
2.1 Overview  
 
The war in Tigray is now in its ninth  month. This conflict, began as what the 
Ethiopian Prime Minister, Abiy Ahmed described as no more than a local òlaw 
enforcement operationó in November 2020. It soon escalated into a regional conflict  
involving Eritrean and Somali troops and Amhara special forces. The Tigrayans 
were rapidly driven from their capital, Mekelle and most of the region was soon in 
Ethiopian or Eritrean hands. Yet the Tigrayans fought on and in June 2021 
transform ed what had been a guerrilla war into a conventional conflict when they 
launched what they called òOperation Alula Aba Nega,ó or simply òOperation 

 
3 Senior Research Fellow Kingsõ College London and former Africa Editor, BBC World Service News 
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Alula.ó4 In just ten days, from 18 June to 28 June 2021 the Tigrayans succeeded in 
sweeping all before them, until they marched back into their regional capital, 
Mekelle. They found that the banks had been looted by the Ethiopian military just 
before they arrived and so had the UN offices. The ôinterim governmentõ appointed 
by the Ethiopians had packed up and fled. These events were followed by an 
Ethiopian offer of a unilateral ceasefire, but the offer was not well received by the 
Tigrayans, who pointed out that E thiopian, Eritrean and Amhara troops remained 
on their soil. 5 The United States responded by declaring that they would act if there 
were further atrocities, while re -iterating their call for Eritrean forces to leave and 
aid to be allowed to reach the needy without being held up at Ethiopian roadblocks.6 
The shallowness of the Ethiopian ceasefire offer was soon revealed when the 
Ethiopian military declared that it could re -enter Mekelle within weeks, if 
necessary.7  
 
Until these dramatic events unfolded the conflict was characterised by the following:  
 

¶ Eritrean troops (despite initial denials by both governments) having d irect 
involv ement in the fighting since the start of the war in November 2020. The 
Ethiopian government then repeatedly stated that the Eritrean forces were about 
to leave8 (in response to calls for such a withdrawal from the international 
community) but this ha d, to date, not taken place. Rather, their troops were forced 
to leave large sections of Tigray by the Tigray Defence Forces. 

¶ Somali troops were initially  involved, as were regional Ethiopian militia, 
including the Amhara.  

¶ As the UN Secretary General, Antonio Guterres pointed out, the conflict left 
Tigray òon the brink of famineó and that it will only get worse unless òfunding is 
increased and humanitarian access is improved.ó9 Mark Lowcock, the senior 
humanitarian  emergency official at the UN, went further. He told a webinar on 10 
June 2021 that 350,000 were already in a famine situation and that this figure was 
òhigher than anywhere in the world .ó10 Towards the end of June 2021 the head of 
USAID, Samantha Powers, put the figure at 900,000.11 But getting aid to those in 
need is being held up by the Ethiopian and Eritrean military. As Samantha 
Powers said: òcritical aid is being blocked and prevented from saving lives.ó12 

¶ The war has been characterised by extreme brutality against civilians. Thousands 
of women and girls have been sexually violated and raped, atrocities which 
appear to have been officially sanctioned. Civilians have been massacred and 
infrastructure, including historic and religious sites have been looted and 
destroyed. Religious leaders have been killed. Many thousands have been forced 

 
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wik i/Operation_Alula . This was named after the general who led Ethiopian forces in battles 
against Ethiopiaõs enemies in the nineteenth century, and is considered the greatest military leader Tigray produced. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ras_Alula#Battle_of_ Adwa  
5 https://apnews.com/article/ethiopia -tigray -cease-fire-2745f0941cafcfa8fbe4c9f945f0925d 
6 https://www.state.gov/ceasefire -in-ethiopias-tigray -region/  
7 https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/ethiopia -says-many-soldiers-civilians -killed -tigray -conflict -2021-06-30/  
8 https://www.reuters.com/article/uk -ethiopia-conflict -idUSKBN2BR05O 
9 https://twitter.com/antonioguterres/status/1402139073427382279?s=20  
10 https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/10/world/africa/ethiopia -famine-tigray.html?referringSource=articleShare  
11 https://twitter.com/PowerUSAID/status/1408479282784047109?s=20  
12 Ibid.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Alula
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to flee to Sudan, while even larger numbers have been internally displaced in 
Tigray, or have sought sanctuary in other parts of Ethiopia.  

¶ Eritrean refugee camps in Tigray, under the protection of UNHCR and the 
Ethiopian government, were attacked.  Refugees were abused and killed with 
some forcibly returned to Eritrea from where they had fled. 

¶ The fighting has spilled across Ethiopiaõs frontiers, with clashes between 
Sudanese troops and Ethiopian, Eritrean and Amhara forces in a disputed border 
region ð al-Fashaga. 

¶ There are further regional tensions. The UAE was reported to have deployed 
drones against Tigrayan forces to support the Ethiopian and Eritrean war effort. 
The Ethiopian dam on the Blue Nile has caused deep concern for both Egypt and 
Sudan, which have threatened to prevent it being filled.  Ethiopian peacekeepers 
in Sudan and Somalia were withdrawn to fight in Tigray.  

¶ While this conflict has taken place inside Tigray there has been unrest in the rest 
of Ethiopia. Protests and fighting have taken place in a number of regions. The 
Prime Minister is facing extensive resistance from a number of ethnic groups, 
including the Amhara, Oromo , Gumuz, Qemant and Somali. 

 

 
Figure 1 Source: Ethiopia Peace Observatory, 18 June 21, https://epo.acleddata.com/ 
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The aim of this report is to bring together information about the Tigray war from 
different perspectives, drawing on the expertise of a number of scholars. They take a 
variety of views on events . This is inevitable, since the conflict is still ongoing and it 
is far too early to provide a definitive account of what has taken place. This report is 
an honest attempt to provide a balanced narrative, with references where these can 
be provided. Since some of the information is provided by writers who have been 
directly involved in the region , some of the authors have asked not to be identified. 
We trust the reader with understand the parameters within which the report is 
written.  
 
The international community h as been involved with the crisis from the start. The 
African Union and the United Nations, together with the European Union and 
individual states, have attempted to halt the Tigray war, without success. The best 
the international interventions have achieve d is a statement from Prime Minister 
Abiy that Eritrean troops will leave Tigray, at an unspecified date, and an agreement 
to hold an investigation into human rights abuses. As the prime minister said in a 
Tweet: òIn our March 26, 2021 discussions with President Isaias Afwerki during my 
visit to Asmara, the government of Eritrea has agreed to withdraw its forces out of 
the Ethiopian border.ó13 Three months later this had yet to take place. There has 
been an increased access to some areas of Tigray for humanitarian agencies, but this 
is still limited. 14 The EU has withdrawn some foreign aid and the United States has 
begun to impose sanctions against the Ethiopian and Eritrean governments, but the 
full panoply of measures have yet to be deployed by the West to persuade Ethiopia 
to open negotiations with the Tigrayans.  
 
The Tigrayans were driven from the towns and moved their forces into the hills and 
mountains  soon after the war commenced. The fighting continued, destabilising 
Ethiopia and the wider region.15 Eritrean men, women and even children, have been 
forcibly conscripted and thrown into the conflict, where many are paying with their 
lives. The war is a cruel drain on the resources and population of Ethiopia and its 
neighbours. It is also ð in the view of Jeffrey Feltman ð a potential threat to the entire 
region. Feltman, a seasoned former senior U.S. and United Nations diplomat (who 
was subsequently appointed President Bidenõs special envoy to the Horn), told 
Foreign Policy in April 2021 that the conflict had the potential to spiral into a full -
fledged regional crisis, citing a comparison to the war in Syria. 16 
 
òLook at what the collapse of Syria and the chaos of civil war has meant,ó said 
Feltman, citing the refugee crisis and its impact on Europe, as well as the rise of 
terrorist groups in the power vacuum from the collapse of a country that had a 
pre-war population of around 22 million people. òEthiopia has 110 million 
people,ó he said. òIf the tensions in Ethiopia would result in a widespread civil 
conflict that goes beyond Tigray, Syria will look like childõs play by comparison.ó 

 
13 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/3/26/ethiopia -says-eritrea-has-agreed-to-withdraw -forces-from -tigray  
14 https://www.unocha.org/story/daily -noon-briefing -highlights -afghanistan-ethiopia  
15 https://www.justsecurity.org/76993/with -deliberate-famine-threatening-millions -tigray -demands-greater-action-from -the-
us/  
16 https:/ /martinplaut.com/2021/04/27/u -s-africa-envoy-ethiopia-crisis-could -make-syria-look-like-childs-play/  

https://martinplaut.com/2021/04/27/u-s-africa-envoy-ethiopia-crisis-could-make-syria-look-like-childs-play/
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2.2 Early attempts to halt the fighting  
 
The outbreak of fighting in Tigray on  the night of the  3/4 November 2020 followed 
months, if not years, of escalating tension. The Ethiopian and Eritrean leaders, Abiy 
Ahmed and Isaias Afwerki had planned some form of offensive against the 
Tigrayans, in association with the Somali leader, Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed, 
known as ôFarmaajoõ, since 2018.17 The Tigrayan leadership responded by blocking 
the removal of heavy weapons from their border with Eritrea and refusing to accept 
the replacement of Ethiopian commanders in their region. 18 The conflict that erupted 
on 3/4 November brought a flurry of international  statements of concern. The UN 
Secretary General, Antonio Guterres, òexpressed his alarm over the reported armed 
clashes in the Tigray regionó and òcalled for immediate measures to de-escalate 
tensions and ensure a peaceful resolution to the dispute.ó19  The very next day an 
influential group of American senior diplomats issued a warning about the regional 
implications of the conflict. 20 Signed by two former Assistant Secretaries of State for 
African Affairs (Chester Crocker and Jonnie Carson, plus former US ambassadors, it 
carried real weight and is worth quoting in some detail.  
 
They warned that war could lead to a:  
 
òfragmentation of Ethiopiaó which in itself òwould be the largest state collapse in 
modern history. Ethiopia is five times the size of pre -war Syria by population, and 
its breakdown would lead to mass interethnic and interreligious conflict; a 
dangerous vulnerability to exploitation by extremists; an acceleration of illicit 
trafficking, including of arms; and a humanitarian and security cris is at the 
crossroads of Africa and the Middle East on a scale that would overshadow any 
existing conflict in the region, including Yemen. As Ethiopia is currently the 
leading Troop Contributing Country to the United Nations and the African Union 
peacekeeping missions in Sudan, South Sudan and Somalia, its collapse would 
also significantly impact the efforts by both to mitigate and resolve others 
conflicts in the Horn of Africa.ó  

 
The potential threat to stability of the Horn was underlined by the UN Secret ary 
General who stressed in a further statement that: òThe stability of Ethiopia is 
important for the entire Horn of Africa region.ó21 The European Unionõs most senior 
Foreign Affairs official, Joseph Borrell, made similar remarks when he expressed 
concern at the risk to the integrity of Ethiopia and called for a de -escalation of the 

 
17 https://eritrea -focus.org/text -of-eritrea-ethiopia-and-somali-agreement/  
https://eritreahub.org/what -are-the-war -aims-of-ethiopia -eritrea-and-somalia-in-tigray  
18 https://eritreahub.org/war -clouds-gather-in-northern -ethiopia-tensions-between-tigray -eritrea-and-addis-ababa 
19 https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2020-11-04/statement-attributable-the-spokesperson-
for-the-secretary-general-%C2%A0the-situation-ethiopia%C2%A0%C2%A0 
20 https://www.usip.org/press/2020/11/statement-ethiopia-senior-study-group-peace-and-security-red-sea-
arena 
21 https://au.news.yahoo.com/ethiopia-pm-rejects-call-halt-offensive-152007389--spt.html 

https://eritrea-focus.org/text-of-eritrea-ethiopia-and-somali-agreement/
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2020-11-04/
https://www.usip.org/press/2020/11/statement-ethiopia-senior-study-group-peace-and-security-red-sea-arena
https://www.usip.org/press/2020/11/statement-ethiopia-senior-study-group-peace-and-security-red-sea-arena
https://au.news.yahoo.com/ethiopia-pm-rejects-call-halt-offensive-152007389--spt.html
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crisis.22 None of the statements appear to have had any impact on the conflict itself, 
which continued to escalate.  
 
Rather, Mr Borrellõs views, coming on top of the comments by the UN, apparently 
infuriated Prime Minister Abiy. In an official Tweet  on 9 November 2020, he 
declared that: òConcerns that Ethiopia will descend into chaos are unfounded & a 
result of not understanding our context deeply. Our rule of law enforcement 
operation, as a sovereign state with the capacity to manage its own internal affairs, 
will wrap up soon by ending the prevailing impunity.ó23 The suggestion that the 
conflict would òwrapped up soonó proved wildly inaccurate. By April 2021, Abiy 
had to admit  that far from the war being over, his forces were bogged down in 
ôdifficult and tiresomeõ fighting on eight fronts.24   
 
As the war erupted the African Union attempted to intervene to end the conflict 
which was ð after all - erupting just north of its hea dquarters in Addis Ababa. The 
chairman of the African Union Commission issued a statement appealing for òthe 
immediate cessation of hostilities and calls on parties to respect human rights and 
ensure the protection of civilians," while also urging talks. 25 Towards the end of 
November the African Union chairman, South African President, Cyril Ramaphosa, 
held talks with the Ethiopian President, Sahle -Work Zewde. 26 Together they 
hammered out a mediation plan. This involved the appointment of what were 
termed three African òdistinguished Statespersonsó: Joaquim Chissano, former 
President of the Republic of Mozambique; Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, former President of 
the Republic of Liberia; and Kgalema Motlanthe, former President of the Republic of 
South Africa. They were asked to act as Special Envoys of the African Union to help 
to mediate between òthe parties to conflictó in Ethiopia.27 
 
Teferi Melesse Desta, the Ethiopi an ambassador to Britain, told the BBCõs World 
Tonight on 20 November that his country had accepted the appointment of the three 
envoys to mediate in the crisis.28 òThe government of Ethiopia has accepted the 
initiative of the African Union chairperson, th e President of South Africa, to appoint 
three special envoys to find a solution to the current situation in Ethiopiaó 
Ambassador Teferi said. The international community moved swiftly to try to 
support the initiative. The UN Secretary General welcomed the appointment of the 
African Union envoys. A UN spokesman said that Mr Guterres òcommends the 
Chairperson of the African Union, President Cyril Ramaphosa of South Africa, for 
this initiative and extends the full support of the United Nations. He also express es 

 
22 https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/88375/Ethiopia: Statement by High 
Representative/Vice-President Josep Borrell on the latest developments 
23 https://twitter.com/AbiyAhmedAli/status/1325724786547445760?s=20 
24 https://english.alarabiya.net/News/world/2021/04/04/Ethiopia -s-PM-Abiy -Ahmed -says-army-fighting -on-eight-fronts-
including -Tigray 
25 https://au.int/en/pressreleases/20201109/statement -auc-chairperson-situation -ethiopia  
26 https://addisstandard.com/news -alert-au-chair-appoints-three-special-envoys-to-help-mediate-ongoing-conflict -in-
ethiopia -create-conditions -for -inclusive -dialogue/  
27 https://addisstandard.com/news -alert-au-chair-appoints-three-special-envoys-to-help-mediate-ongoing-conflict -in-
ethiopia -create-conditions -for -inclusive -dialogue/  
28 https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m000phyd  

https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/88375/Ethiopia:%20Statement%20by%20High%20Representative/Vice-President%20Josep%20Borrell%20on%20the%20latest%20developments
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/88375/Ethiopia:%20Statement%20by%20High%20Representative/Vice-President%20Josep%20Borrell%20on%20the%20latest%20developments
https://twitter.com/AbiyAhmedAli/status/1325724786547445760?s=20
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/world/2021/04/04/Ethiopia-s-PM-Abiy-Ahmed-says-army-fighting-on-eight-fronts-including-Tigray
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/world/2021/04/04/Ethiopia-s-PM-Abiy-Ahmed-says-army-fighting-on-eight-fronts-including-Tigray
https://au.int/en/pressreleases/20201109/statement-auc-chairperson-situation-ethiopia
https://addisstandard.com/news-alert-au-chair-appoints-three-special-envoys-to-help-mediate-ongoing-conflict-in-ethiopia-create-conditions-for-inclusive-dialogue/
https://addisstandard.com/news-alert-au-chair-appoints-three-special-envoys-to-help-mediate-ongoing-conflict-in-ethiopia-create-conditions-for-inclusive-dialogue/
https://addisstandard.com/news-alert-au-chair-appoints-three-special-envoys-to-help-mediate-ongoing-conflict-in-ethiopia-create-conditions-for-inclusive-dialogue/
https://addisstandard.com/news-alert-au-chair-appoints-three-special-envoys-to-help-mediate-ongoing-conflict-in-ethiopia-create-conditions-for-inclusive-dialogue/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m000phyd
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his appreciation to Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed of Ethiopia for facilitating this 
initiative for peace.ó29 
 
Unfortunately, this went against the stated policy of Prime Minister Abiy who had 
tweeted on 11 November that there would be no dialogue òuntil our efforts to 
ascertain [sic] the rule of law are achieved".30 Clearly furious, the Prime Minister said 
he would meet the former African presidents, but had no interest in allowing them 
to mediate in the conflict , or travel to Tigray .31 òWe don't negotiate w ith criminals. 
We bring them to justice, not to the negotiating table,ó the Prime Minister declared. 32 
Although Prime Minister Abiy met the three former presidents for stiff, but entirely 
pointless discussions on 27th November, the African Union mediation mission 
failed.33 The last, best, chance for peace had been ended by Ethiopian government 
intransigence. 
 
2.3 The war  escalates 
 
Air attacks began within days  of the first clashes. Prime Minister Abiy announced 
that air strikes had taken place against what he described as military targets on 7th 
November.34 At the same time the internet and telecommunications were cut. The 
army high command was re -structured to purge it of Tigrayan officers and anyone 
thought to be òunsound.ó35 Over the following weeks Tigrayans civilians were also 
ethnically targeted and forced out of their jobs, from airline staff with Ethiopian 
Airlines to taxi drivers  in Addis Ababa . The Ethiopian parliament voted to replace 
Tigrayõs elected government with an administration it would select. 36 The Ethiopian 
government subsequently officially declared the Tigray Peopleõs Liberation Front a 
ôterrorist organisation.õ37 
 
The Eritrean government joined the offensive against Tigray. This had apparently 
been in preparation for some time, in collaboration with Ethiopia. It was reported 
that Ethiopian troops had, over weeks, been flown into Asmara in the dead of night 
and then transported up to the front lines. Prime Minister Abiy told the Ethiopian 
parliament that Ethiop ian troops who refused to join the Tigrayans after 4 October, 
had fled into Eritrea, where they were fed, clothed and re -armed.38 These Ethiopian 
soldiers then participated in Eritreaõs offensive against Tigray. On 10 November 
Reuters reported that the Tigray leader, Debretsion Gebremichael, accused Eritrea of 
crossing the border. òSince yesterday, the army of (Eritrean leader) Isaias (Afwerki) 
have crossed the countryõs boundary and invaded,ó he said. òThey were attacking 

 
29 https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2020 -11-20/statement -attributable -the-spokesperson-for -the-secretary-
general-ethiopia   
30 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world -africa-54900769 
31 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020 -11-21/african -union -to-send-envoys-to-mediate-ethiopian -conflict  
32 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world -africa-55023029 
33 https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk -ethiopia-conflict/african -envoys-due-to-meet-ethiopian -pm-as-war -ultimatum -expires-
idUKKBN2870U2 
34 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world -africa-54838282 
35 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world -africa-54864868 
36 https://news.sky.com/story/ethiopias -government-votes-to-remove-leaders-in-tigray -as-unrest-moves-towards-civil -war -
12126223 
37 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/5/1/ethiopia -to-designate-tplf -olf -shene-as-terror -groups 
38 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world -africa-55295650 

https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2020-11-20/statement-attributable-the-spokesperson-for-the-secretary-general-ethiopia%C2%A0
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2020-11-20/statement-attributable-the-spokesperson-for-the-secretary-general-ethiopia%C2%A0
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-54900769
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-11-21/african-union-to-send-envoys-to-mediate-ethiopian-conflict
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-55023029
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-ethiopia-conflict/african-envoys-due-to-meet-ethiopian-pm-as-war-ultimatum-expires-idUKKBN2870U2
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-ethiopia-conflict/african-envoys-due-to-meet-ethiopian-pm-as-war-ultimatum-expires-idUKKBN2870U2
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-54838282
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-54864868
https://news.sky.com/story/ethiopias-government-votes-to-remove-leaders-in-tigray-as-unrest-moves-towards-civil-war-12126223
https://news.sky.com/story/ethiopias-government-votes-to-remove-leaders-in-tigray-as-unrest-moves-towards-civil-war-12126223
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-55295650
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via Humera using heavy arms.ó39 At  the time the statement was greeted with some 
scepticism; it soon proved to be true.  
 
Two other forces were involved in the attack on Tigray: Amhara Regional Special 
Forces and associated militia , as well as Somali troops. This will be explored below.  
 
Much of the initial fighting was concentrated along Ethiopiaõs western border with 
Sudan, at the point where Eritrea and Ethiopia meet.40 This was around the town of 
Humera which came under bombardment from Eritrean artillery from just over the 
border.41 The aim was clear: to attack Tigrayan forces from both North and South 
and to drive a wedge between them and the Sudanese border. Sudan was a conduit 
for supplies for the Tigrayans during the 1984-85 famine and throughout their long 
war that ended with their seizure of power in Addis Ababa in 1991. Prime Minister 
Abiy and President Isaias, well aware of this fact, were determined to create a 
corridor along the Sudanese border, depriving the Tigrayans of potential support 
from Sudan, and efficiently cutti ng it off from the rest of the world .  
 
The Prime minister made explicit his determination to prevent supplies entering 
Tigray from Sudan in an interview he gave on Fana television on 23 June 2021.42 
Prime Minister Abiy explained that ð in his view ð the Tigrayans were using the 
present famine for their own ends , just as they had in the past.  
 
òUntil 1984, TPLF didnõt have a single town and a single zone which it could 
claim as their stronghold. They had never conducted a decisive battle. However, 
when the famine struck in 1984/85 and there were calls for aid corridors through 
to Sudan to be opened. The organisations that wanted to see the fall of the Derge 
(the Ethiopian military government) entered the areas held by the TPLF. They 
brought with them strate gic advice, ideas, finance, training and armaments. The 
same organisations are now putting forward the same ideas. Today they want to 
use the same tactics which they used 30 or 40 years ago. We will never all ow this 
to happen.ó 

 
The Eritrean and Ethiopian forces attacking Humera were joined by Amhara militia , 
wh o were keen to regain lands they believed to have been taken from them by the 
Tigrayans under the 1995 Constitution. By March 2021 the Amhara had seized large 
areas of Tigray.43 Tigrayans were driven  out of the areas that had been captured, 
fleeing eastwards, leaving a large swathe of territory between most of the population 
in the centre of the region and Sudan.  
 
Despite the prime ministerõs repeated assurances in early and mid-November that 
the war would soon be over there were few signs of this taking place. Rather, there 
was a swift advance on multiple fronts by Ethiopian forces and  their  allies. The 

 
39 https://www.reuters.com/article/us -ethiopia-conflict -eritrea-idUSKBN27Q1HT 
40 https://www.msn.com/en -us/news/world/end -of-ethiopia-conflict -coming-within -reach-says-pm/ar -BB1aRIPL 
41 https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/11/ethiopia -unlawful -shelling-tigray -urban-areas 
42 https://youtu.be/rmOMyRa72t8  
43 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021 -03-16/ethiopia -s-amhara-seize-disputed -territory -amid-tigray -conflict  

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-conflict-eritrea-idUSKBN27Q1HT
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/end-of-ethiopia-conflict-coming-within-reach-says-pm/ar-BB1aRIPL
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/11/ethiopia-unlawful-shelling-tigray-urban-areas
https://youtu.be/rmOMyRa72t8
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-03-16/ethiopia-s-amhara-seize-disputed-territory-amid-tigray-conflict
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towns of Ax um and Sire fell.44 The government declared it was in the òfinal phaseó 
of an offensive in northern Tigray, with the capture of the town of Wukro, predicting 
that they would òcontrol Mekelle in a few daysó.45 On 28th November the attack on 
the Tigray capit al, Mekelle, began with a heavy bombardment.46 Within hours of the 
assault the Ethiopian army chief of staff, General Berhanu Jula, said the army had 
captured the city. òOur hero army is fully in control of Mekelle,ó the general 
declared.47 While the city had fallen, the Tigrayan administration had ordered their 
forces to withdraw before the attack. An eyewitness explained what took place. 48 
 
òAfter the bombing came the troops. The city was surrounded. The first we knew 
was that elders and priests called local meetings in district halls. They told the 
people that the TPLF had left confidential messages with them. The leadership 
explained that they were pulling out of Mekelle to prevent it from being 
destroyed in fighting. They left for the mountains to conti nue the struggle. I 
understand why they did this, but it was a terrible moment. I felt helpless. 
Vulnerable. Alone. Some people panicked and left the city.ó 

 
With the regional capital and most major cities in the hands of Prime Minister Abiyõs 
forces, he felt able to claim victory: federal troops controlled Mekelle, a major 
development in a three-week-old war which was ð in his view - effectively over. 49 
He claimed that Mekelle had fallen and that ònot a single civilian was killedó during 
the operation.50 òI am pleased to share that we have completed and ceased the 
military operations in the Tigray region,ó the prime minister said in a Tweet.51  
 
This version of events was challenged by the Tigrayan leader, Debretsion 
Gebremichael. On 26 November Reuters reported receiving a message from 
Debretsion in which he said that his forces were continuing to fight, with clashes 
taking place near Mekelle.52 Perhaps to underline this message, the Tigrayans 
unleashed rocket attacks against the Eritrean capital, Asmara. As ever, this was not 
reported by official Eritrean government sources, but the US embassy put out an 
alert to its citizens in the country. 53 òAt about 10:13pm on November 28 there were 
six explosions in Asmara. The Embassy again advises all U.S. Citizens in Eritrea to 
continue to exercise caution, remain in their homes (when not at work), conduct only 
essential travel, and to remain situationally aware of the ongoing conflict in the 
Tigray Region of Ethiopia.  US Citizens not in country should avoid travel to 
Eritrea.ó This was not the first time the Tigrayans had used rocket attacks. The cities 

 
44 https://www.bbc.com/news/world -africa-54984056 
45 https://www.reuters.com/article/uk -ethiopia-conflict/african -envoys-due-to-meet-ethiopian -pm-as-war-ultimatum -
expires-idUKKBN2870U2?edition -redirect=uk  
46 https://www.bbc .co.uk/news/world -africa-55111061 
47 https://www.facebook.com/654684251716987/posts/1033485603836848/  
48 https://eritreahub.o rg/gideys -story 
49 https://www.reuters.com/article/us -ethiopia-conflict/ethiopian -military -operation-in-tigray -is-complete-prime -minister -
says-idUSKBN28809E 
50 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world -africa-56229256 
51 https://twitter.com/AbiyAhmedAli/status/1332740110039846914?s=20  
52 https://www.reuters.com/article/us -ethiopia-conflict/leader -of-ethiopias-tigrayan -forces-says-he-is-fighting -near-mekelle-
idUSKBN28A0LD  
53 https://er.usembassy.gov/security -alert-u-s-embassy-asmara-eritrea-11-28-2020/ 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-54984056
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-ethiopia-conflict/african-envoys-due-to-meet-ethiopian-pm-as-war-ultimatum-expires-idUKKBN2870U2?edition-redirect=uk
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-ethiopia-conflict/african-envoys-due-to-meet-ethiopian-pm-as-war-ultimatum-expires-idUKKBN2870U2?edition-redirect=uk
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-55111061
https://www.facebook.com/654684251716987/posts/1033485603836848/
https://eritreahub.org/gideys-story
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-conflict/ethiopian-military-operation-in-tigray-is-complete-prime-minister-says-idUSKBN28809E
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-conflict/ethiopian-military-operation-in-tigray-is-complete-prime-minister-says-idUSKBN28809E
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-56229256
https://twitter.com/AbiyAhmedAli/status/1332740110039846914?s=20
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-conflict/leader-of-ethiopias-tigrayan-forces-says-he-is-fighting-near-mekelle-idUSKBN28A0LD
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-conflict/leader-of-ethiopias-tigrayan-forces-says-he-is-fighting-near-mekelle-idUSKBN28A0LD
https://er.usembassy.gov/security-alert-u-s-embassy-asmara-eritrea-11-28-2020/


 20 

of Bahir Dar and Gondar in the Amhara region were  attacked on 13 November.54 
The rocket attacks did not continue. Perhaps the Tigrayans ran out of long-range 
missiles; perhaps their rocket launchers were destroyed from the air by jets or 
drones. Whatever the reason, they do not appear to have played a central role in the 
war. 
 
The Tigrayans had adopted the tactics they had used throughout their long war 
against the Ethiopia government that ended with the TPLF seizing Addis Ababa in 
1991: they retreated into the hills and mountains. Ethiopia was ð once more ð beset 
by a guerrilla war, of an intensity previously witnessed when the  authorities  last 
fought the Tigrayans.  
 
 

3. Ethiopia at war  
 
By Antony Shaw 55 
 
3.1 The Federal Government v Tigray Regional State    
 
Introduction 
 
On November 4, 2020, Ethiopiaõs Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed ordered federal 
armed forces, the Ethiopian National Defence Forces (ENDF), into action to carry out 
a òlaw enforcement operationó in Tigray.56 His statement followed a number of 
overnight attacks by Tigray Regional Special Forces and militia on ENDF bases and 
offices, in Mekelle, the capital of the region and headquarters of the Northern 
Command of the ENDF. There were similar confrontations in other parts of Tigray, 
some close to the border with Eritrea where the ENDF had major concentrations of 
troops and equipment.  57  Surprisingly, the ENDF was taken unawares, Prime 
Minister Abiy said later. He said units were forced to flee into Eritrea without 
clothes or equipment, while others were surrounded with soldiers ki lled, some while 
sleeping.58 There are two very different explanations of the actual outbreak of war 
that appear equally unlikely. The first is the story that was offered by the Tigrayan 
authorities.  
 

 
54 https://www.dw.com/en/ethiopian -cities-hit -by-rockets-from -tigray -forces/a -55599105 
55 A long -term consultant in Addis Ababa  
56 òTPLF attacks Ethiopian national Defence Forces Base in Tigrayó. Office of the Prime Minister, 4.11.2020. 
https://www.ethioembassy.org.uk/tplf -attacks-ethiopian -national -defense-forces-base-in-tigray/  
57 Subsequently claimed to be a hundred in a report compi led by the Attorney -Generalõs Office, published February 2021. 
https://ethiopianmonitor.com/2021/02/06/attorney -general-office-gives-updates-on-probe-into -tplf -officials /  
58 Prime Minister Abiyõs address to Parliament 30.11.2020. https://www.pmo.gov.et/media/other/a04bae2d -2da2-483d-a9e3-
74d441088401.pdf. (Amharic) https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2020/1 2/22/the -causes-and-course-of-the-tigray -conflict -
according-to-abiy-ahmed/  (English translation) An earlier statement (Prime Ministerõs Office (PMO) 14.11.2020) referred to the 
òpremeditated and treasonous actó in which the TPLF ordered òethnic Tigrayan members of the Northern Command, whose 
loyalties lay with the TPLF and its murderous mission, to open fire on their comrades from within, causing unimaginable 
human suffering, demonstrating extreme cruelty, and showing unprecedented betrayal.ó Abiy gave no numbers for those 
killed at the time, but in a statement in December (PMO 24.12.2020) he referred to the TPLF as massacring in cold blood 
òhundreds of unarmed Ethiopian soldiers of non -Tigrayan originó.  The ENDF has given no figure of those killed on 
November 3-4.    

https://www.dw.com/en/ethiopian-cities-hit-by-rockets-from-tigray-forces/a-55599105
https://www.ethioembassy.org.uk/tplf-attacks-ethiopian-national-defense-forces-base-in-tigray/
https://ethiopianmonitor.com/2021/02/06/attorney-general-office-gives-updates-on-probe-into-tplf-officials
https://www.pmo.gov.et/media/other/a04bae2d-2da2-483d-a9e3-74d441088401.pdf
https://www.pmo.gov.et/media/other/a04bae2d-2da2-483d-a9e3-74d441088401.pdf
https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2020/12/22/the-causes-and-course-of-the-tigray-conflict-according-to-abiy-ahmed/
https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2020/12/22/the-causes-and-course-of-the-tigray-conflict-according-to-abiy-ahmed/
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The Tigray Regional Government originally claimed that the government started the 
conflict, though even then there was more than one version of what actually 
happened. One account claimed there had been an unsuccessful Federal government 
commando raid on Mekelle in the early hours of November 4 to try and seiz e the 
Tigrayan political leadership believed to be meeting at the Planet Hotel.59 The 
commandos found the hotel empty and then retreated. An alternative account 
suggested the commandos had arrived in the guise of security forces guarding a 
transfer of banknotes, airlifted to Mekelle in two helicopters and an Antonov from 
Bahir Dar, again without finding their target. In these versions, it appears there was 
no fighting in Mekelle, but TPLF forces subsequently took over the ENDF base near 
Mekelle airport thro ugh which the commandos had come, where there was some 
fighting.  
 
In fact, given the situation at the time, neither version seems plausible. It would be 
highly improbable that a commando unit would be able to land at Mekelle airport, 
drive into the city, take over a hotel and withdraw without conflict.  
 
A different version of events suggests the Tigrayan government did not really expect 
conflict to break out until October, despite a long series of threatening moves by 
Abiy over several months, and they had made few preparations. When 
confrontation appeared inevitable, the Tigrayan leaders held talks with the Northern 
Command headquarters in Mekelle, to ask for assistance or at the least for weapons 
and logistical support, including artillery and rockets.  They claimed Abiy had 
mobilized ENDF units and the Amhara militia and come to an agreement with 
Eritrea to attack Tigray. Agreement was reached allowing the T igrayans to remove 
weapons but most of troops at the base refused to fight for Tigray. They then retired 
to Mekelle University campus to be guarded, housed and fed. Later an agreement 
was reached with the International Committee of the Red Cross, under which 1,300 
were sent to Gondar and Addis Ababa.  
 
In this version, when the T igrayans arrived at th e base to collect the promised 
weapons, some of the troops resisted and as a result fighting broke out. In the 
meantime, Tigrayan units had approached other ENDF bases throughout the region. 
The ENDF units were offered the alternatives of surrender or join ing to fight for 
Tigray. Several thousand, including many of the Tigrayan troops in the Northern 
Command, took the latter option; but at least as many appear to have surrendered to 
be held prisoners.60 In a number of cases, fighting broke out, for example, at Adigrat, 
Dansha and Serto, and some troops were forced to retreat into Eritrea.  
 
This account appeared to be broadly confirmed a couple of weeks later when a TPLF 
official, Sekou Toure Getachew, admitted that the TPLF had taken what he described 
as a pre-emptive action, attacking units of the Northern Command in advance of a 

 
59 www.aigaforum.com/article2020/Tigrai -vs-Abiy -war-setting-the-record.htm 
60 After the Federal forces entered Mekelle on November 28, General Berhanu Jula, the Chief of Staff, said 7,000 members of the 
Northern Command held as hostages by the TPLF had been freed. 

http://www.aigaforum.com/article2020/Tigrai-vs-Abiy-war-setting-the-record.htm
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Federal Government assault on the region planned for the next day. 61 The timing of 
this, the day after the controversial 2020 US election, suggests the Federal 
government itself m ay indeed have been planning an attack to coincide with this 
distraction for the international community. Certainly, it had already moved some 
ENDF units into a position to launch an immediate response on November 4, as well 
as already mobilizing Amhara re gional Special Forces at the border with Tigray. 62 
 
If the narrative provided by the Tigrayans is implausible, then so is that offered by 
the Ethiopian authorities. This portrays the Ethiopian government as having been 
taken completely by surprise by the attack on the Northern Command on November 
4. The evidence points in the other direction. There are solid indications that Prime 
Minister Abiy and President Isaias spent many months working on plans to resolve 
their problems with the TPLF, or at least to reduce its influence inside Ethiopia and 
along the border with Eritrea. After Prime Minister Abiy went on his historic visit to 
Asmara on 8 July 2018 President Isaias and Prime Minister Abiy made no fewer than 
nine visits to each otherõs capitals, or visited foreign capitals together prior to the 
outbreak of war in Tigray. 63 This cementing of relations was enhanced by further 
mutual visits by Ethiopian and Eritrean ministers and senior officials. A summit 
meeting was held in Asmara on 27 January 2020, at which the Eritrean and Ethiopian 
leaders were joined by the Somali President, Mohamed Abdullahi Farmajo. 64 A 
statement was issued after the meeting in which the three leaders pledged to face 
common security threats together.65 When the war in Tigray erupted, troops from all 
three countries would be involved. Th e final piece of the puzzle is offered by the 
visits made just prior to the Tigray war by President Isaias and Prime Minister Abiy. 
The Ethiopian leader becomes the first foreign head of state to visit Eritreaõs main 
training base at Sawa on 18 July 2020 and was photographed inspecting troops and 
military equipment. 66 This was followed by President Isaiasõ visit to the Ethiopian air 
force base at Bishoftu on 12 October.67 This pattern of inspection of military facilities 
just prior to the Tigray war, togeth er with the summit with Somalia, strongly 
suggests that the leaders were making preparations to confront and ð if necessary ð 
eliminate the threat they perceived to emanate from Tigray.  
 
If this interpretation is accurate then the official versions of even ts provided by both 
the Tigrayan and the Ethiopian and Eritrean sides of the conflict need to be treated 
with scepticism.   
 

 
61 Sekou Toureõs status has been questioned and his account was later denied by a senior TPLF official, spokesperson, 
Getachew Reda. òInterview given by freedom fighter Getachew Reda regarding current Issuesó, TMH, 27/04/21 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S1aRsfuBJHo  
62 Amhara Police Commissioner Abere Adamu said later that the Amhara region authorities and police had been fully aware of 
the TPLFõs preparations, and the Amhara regional authorities òhad deployed forces all along our borders from east to west. 
The war started after we have already completed our preparations.ó   https://addisstandard.com/news -analysis-amhara-
region-police-chief-reveals-how-regions-police-force-guided -federal-steel-clad-mechanized-forces-to-join-war -in-tigray/  
63 https://eritreahub.org/timeline -how -the-president-isaias-prime -minister -abiy-relationship -developed 
64 https://africa.cgtn.com/2020/01/27/somalia -ethiopia -and-eritrea-pledge-joint -anti-terror -war/  
65 https://villasomalia.gov.so/en/heads -of-state-and-government-meeting-between-eritrea-ethiopia-and-somalia-joint -
communique/  
66 https://eritreahub.org/is -isaias-looking -for-a-final -confrontation -with -his-tigrayan -enemies 
67 https://shabait.com/2020/10/15/president -isaias-returns-home-concluding -working -visit -to-ethiopia/  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S1aRsfuBJHo
https://addisstandard.com/news-analysis-amhara-region-police-chief-reveals-how-regions-police-force-guided-federal-steel-clad-mechanized-forces-to-join-war-in-tigray/
https://addisstandard.com/news-analysis-amhara-region-police-chief-reveals-how-regions-police-force-guided-federal-steel-clad-mechanized-forces-to-join-war-in-tigray/
https://eritreahub.org/timeline-how-the-president-isaias-prime-minister-abiy-relationship-developed
https://africa.cgtn.com/2020/01/27/somalia-ethiopia-and-eritrea-pledge-joint-anti-terror-war/
https://villasomalia.gov.so/en/heads-of-state-and-government-meeting-between-eritrea-ethiopia-and-somalia-joint-communique/
https://villasomalia.gov.so/en/heads-of-state-and-government-meeting-between-eritrea-ethiopia-and-somalia-joint-communique/
https://eritreahub.org/is-isaias-looking-for-a-final-confrontation-with-his-tigrayan-enemies
https://shabait.com/2020/10/15/president-isaias-returns-home-concluding-working-visit-to-ethiopia/
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On 28 November, just over three weeks after the outbreak of war, Federal troops 
advanced to seize the regional capital, Mekelle. Rather than fight street by street the 
TPLF leadership and its forces chose to withdraw, taking to the countryside to 
continue the conflict . Prime Minister Abiy felt he could declare his ôlaw enforcement 
operationõ had been a success. He wrote on his Twitter account: òI am pleased to 
share that we have completed and ceased the military operations in the Tigray 
region. Our focus now will be on rebuilding the region and providing humanitarian 
assistance while Federal Police apprehend the TPLF clique.ó68   
 
His belief that military operations in Tigray had been òcompleted and ceasedó, 
rapidly looked hollow. With most of the TPLF leadership remaining at large, and the 
launch of guerrilla war, there were a steadily increasing number of claims of 
continued fighting,  of massacres and attacks on civilians, and of looting as well as 
attacks on churches and mosques being carried out by both Federal Government and 
Eritrean troops. The war has continued  with a series of confrontation that ranged 
from skirmishes to full sca le battles.  
 
The government has complained about the reports of continuous fighting  claiming 
that these have exaggerated the humanitarian situation in the region, the human 
rights abuses committed against the local population in Tigray. The presence of 
Eritrea troops in Tigray was repeatedly denied as fake news. As the BBC reported on 
27 January 2021: òBoth the Eritrean and Ethiopian governments deny that Eritrean 
forces are in Tigray, which borders Eritrea.ó69 It was only on 23 March 2021 that 
Abiy only very reluctantly and belatedly admitted in a speech to Parliament that 
there were indeed Eritrean troops in Tigray . He said that he had spoken to Eritrean 
officials about the allegations of atrocities, following a growing number of 
accusations of abuse.70 He told MPs: "After the Eritrean army crossed the border and 
was operating in Ethiopia, any damage it did to our people was unacceptableó, 
adding, òRegardless of the TPLF propaganda of exaggeration, any soldier 
responsible for raping our women and looting communities in the region will be 
held accountable as their mission is to protect." 71 

 
Whatever the original intention of Abiy and the Federal government may have been, 
the operation in Tigray region rapidly assumed a much larger dimension than mere 

 
68 https://twitter.com/AbiyAhmedAli/status/1332740110039846914?s=20  
69 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world -africa-55825560 
70 https://www.reuters.com/article/us -ethiopia-conflict -idUSKBN2BF1NT 
71 It is worth noting that the Government of Eritrea has made virtually no statement on its involvement or the activities of its  
troops in Tigray. The first admission of their presence came in a letter from Eritreaõs Ambassador to the UN, Ambassador 
Sophia Tesfamariam, to the President of UNSC (16.4.2021) complaining about statements made on Tigray by the US Permanent 
Representative to the UN, and by OCHA, in a closed UNSC Session. https://shabait.com/2021/04/16/letter -of-eritreas-
ambassador-to-the-un-to-current-president-of-unsc/ . They had made false allegations about Eritrean troops: òThe allegations 
of rape and other crimes lodged against Eritrean soldiers is not just outrageous, but also a vicious attack on the culture and 
history of our peopleó, adding that òEritrea and Ethiopia have agreed, at the highest levels, to embark on the withdrawal of 
Eritrean forces and the simultaneous redeployment of Ethiopian contingents along the international boundaryó. Ambassador 
Sophia outlined the official reason for the presence of Eritrean troops in Tigray, that the TPLF had òunleashed a massive, pre-
emptive attack on all the contingents of the entire EthƛƻǇƛŀƴ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ /ƻƳƳŀƴŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ άōƭƛǘȊƪǊƛŜƎέ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭƛȊŜ 
9ǘƘƛƻǇƛŀΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŀǊƳȅ ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴǘΣ ŎƻƴŦƛǎŎŀǘŜ ƛǘǎ ǿŜŀǇƻƴǊȅ όул҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ŀǊǎŜƴŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5Cύ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƛȊŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ 9ǘƘƛƻǇƛŀ through 
ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƴǾŀŘŜ 9ǊƛǘǊŜŀΦέ  ¢ƘŜre is, in fact, no evidence of the TPLF either planning to seize power in Ethiopia nor to 
ƛƴǾŀŘŜ 9ǊƛǘǊŜŀΦ LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ !ƳōŀǎǎŀŘƻǊ {ƻǇƘƛŀ ŘƛŘ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ¢t[C ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ άǇǊŜ-ŜƳǇǘƛǾŜέΣ ŀƴ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ 9ǘƘƛƻǇƛŀ 
and Eritrea had been planning an attack.    

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-conflict-idUSKBN2BF1NT
https://shabait.com/2021/04/16/letter-of-eritreas-ambassador-to-the-un-to-current-president-of-unsc/
https://shabait.com/2021/04/16/letter-of-eritreas-ambassador-to-the-un-to-current-president-of-unsc/
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ôlaw enforcementõ. With the involvement of Eritrea, and to a lesser extent Somalia, it 
became an international conflict. The international aspect has been reinforced by the 
associated tension and clashes along the Sudan-Ethiopian border. Bloomberg 
reported on 24 March 2021 the UN as saying that Eritrean forces were participating 
in the clash between Ethiopian and Sudanese forces.72 ôòThe conflict along the border 
between Sudan and Ethiopia remains active, with Sudanese Armed Forces and 
Ethiopian ñ including Amhara militias ñ and Eritrean forces deployed around 
Barkhat settlement in Greater Fashaga and clashes reported since early March,õ the 
UN said in its latest situation report on Ethiopia. ó It is also a major humanitarian 
disaster, threatening the very survival of the regionõs population and giving rise to 
accusations that Prime Minister Abiy and President Isaias have decided to destroy 
both the TPLF and even Tigray itself.73  
 
From the outset of the fighting, the ôlaw enforcement operationõ, involved 
substantial numbers of Federal Government troops, Amhara Special Forces and 
militia and the support of much of the Eritrean army, apparently aiming for the 
destruction of the TPLF and apparently  careless of any loss of life that might occur. 
They confronted tens of thousands of Tigrayan Special forces and militia and some 
ENDF soldiers and officers from Tigray , who had gone over to the Tigrayan side.  
Thousands were forced to flee as refugees into Sudan, and hundreds of thousands 
more have been internally displaced. Accusations and counter-accusations of human 
rights abuse and of violations of the rules of war, have filled social media platforms, 
and the usual difficulty of evaluating claims in wa r situations was increased by the 
Federal Governmentõs blanket refusal to allow outsiders any access to the region and 
the cutting of all Internet and other communication links in Tigray. This, of course, 
had the effect of increasing international concern about the activities of both sides 
and more particularly of the Amhara and Tigray Special Forces and militia as well as 
of the Federal forces and even more of the Eritrean troops.  
 
The Federal governmentõs ban on external and independent access to Tigray, both 
journalistic and humanitarian, was partially lifted in late February as a result of the 
increasing evidence of abuse, as Tigrayan leaders managed to provide reports to the 
outside world. 74 The ban had been doing the Federal government no favours and the 
effect on the reputation of Prime Minister Abiy will be long lasting. It also had the 
result of producing two, diametrically opposed, narratives, contrasting ôtruthsõ, very 
different accounts of why, and how, conflict erupted at the beginning of Novemb er, 
and of what has been happening since. These narratives not only cover the war, they 
also amount to two very different interpretations of events since Prime Minister 
Abiy came to power in April 2018 and of the years of TPLF hegemonic control of 
Ethiopiaõs ruling coalition, the Ethiopian Peoplesõ Revolutionary Democratic Front 
(EPRDF) and the Federal Government prior to 2018, and even more of where blame 

 
72 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-03-24/eritrea-forces-deployed-in-disputed-sudan-ethiopia-area-un-says 
73 https://www.theafricareport.com/62232/the-war-in-tigray-abiy-isaias-and-the-amhara-elite/ 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-55877939 
74 https://eritreahub.org/prime-minister-abiy-announces-access-to-tigray-for-seven-international-media-organisations-including-bbc-
reuters-al-jazeera 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-03-24/eritrea-forces-deployed-in-disputed-sudan-ethiopia-area-un-says
https://www.theafricareport.com/62232/the-war-in-tigray-abiy-isaias-and-the-amhara-elite/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-55877939
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lies for the descent into the catastrophic situation in Tigray. Neither can be accepted 
as totally plausible or accurate.  
 
The absence of so much external and independent information, the refusal of the 
Federal government to allow independent access into Tigray, and the destruction of 
so much in Tigray, a point of concern in itself, means much of the story depends 
upon balance of probabilities not certainties. Surviving TPLF leaders have seldom 
been able to give their version of events since early November; the Eritrean 
government apparently continues to believe it can outlast any reports of killing, 
looti ng and destruction, and has remained silent as usual; the Ethiopian government 
has offered minimal details of its ôlaw enforcement operationõ. These have, however, 
included Prime Minister Abiyõs somewhat premature announcement of a successful 
conclusion to the operation on November 28, along with his knowingly inaccurate 
assertion that no single civilian had died in the capture of Tigrayõs towns and cities. 
A growing number of detailed reports of human rights abuse, killings of the local 
population and the destruction caused by Ethiopia and Eritrean troops have been 
filtering out of the region since the end of November, despite all the efforts of 
Federal Government. Similarly, claims of continued TPLF military action have 
continued to appear, as has the evidence of maltreatment of civilians by refugees 
reaching Sudan, and the refoulement of Eritrean refugees from Tigray to Eritrea. The 
Federal government, in turn, has been steadily reinforcing its own narrative with 
reports of investigations claiming addition al evidence of TPLF criminal and 
treasonable activities both before and after the outbreak of hostilities.  
 
The contradictions in the competing narratives extend to the whole period since the 
TPLF lost power in early 2018, and indeed cover its activities since 1991 when it 
ousted the military regime of the Derg. A central element in Abiyõs account of how 
and why he became Prime Minister has been his increasing enthusiasm to blame the 
TPLF exclusively for all the problems of the EPRDF, for which, of course, he himself 
worked for so long, as a soldier, in security, as a minister and then as an Oromo 
politician. In fact, however, behind all the arguments and claims lies a long history 
of conflict and disagreements over power and authority in Ethiopia as well a s over 
the policies and legacy of the Ethiopian Peoplesõ Revolutionary Democratic Front 
(EPRDF).75  
 
Perhaps we should at this point, underline that what we hope to do here is to 
provide a third, realistic, narrative, producing as accurate an account as possible of 
events, steering a course between the Scylla of government claims and propaganda 
and the Charybdis of TPLF allegations and counter-claims, and avoiding the 
exaggerations, distortions and lies of social media, fake news, mis-information and 
hate speech produced by both sides and their supporters.  
 
Background 

 
75 The EPRDF, replaced by a single national Prosperity Party in December 2019) was the ruling coalition in Ethiopia from 1991. 
It was made up of the Tigray Peopleõs Liberation Front, the Oromo Peopleõs Democratic Organization (later the Oromo 
Democratic Party), the Amhara National Democratic Movement (later the Amhara Democratic Party), and the Southern 
Ethiopia Peoplesõ Democratic Movement. 
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The onset of the conflict in November 2020 was hardly a surprise. Indeed, 
expectations of open conflict had grown steadily ever since Prime Minister Abiy 
formally took office on 2 April 2018, and relations between the TPLF leadership and 
the Federal government in Addis Ababa began to deterio rate. The choice of Abiy as 
leader of the ruling Ethiopian Peopleõs Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) 
saw Abiy sworn in as Prime Minister after the resignation of his predecessor, 
Hailemariam Dessalegn in February 2018. More significantly, it indicate d an end to 
the TPLF domination of the EPRDF and of the control it had exercised over the 
Federal, and state, governments, for 27 years. Indeed, there were signs that the 
writing was on the wall since the outbreak of widespread demonstrations in 2015. 76 
Ethiopians were increasingly fed up with deep seated corruption and failures of 
governance. It became clear that the public was prepared to resist the senior, and 
largely Tigrayan, levels of the EPRDF government, which had become infected by 
their immunity i n power.  
 
The TPLF leadership was proud of its revolution, of the effort and of the sacrifices it 
had made to overthrow the military regime of the Derg in 1991. They had built 
strong support in Tigray during, and after, the struggle. They had also produce d a 
solution for the distribution of power in the rest of Ethiopia. Starting as an ethno -
nationalist organization, long before the collapse of the Derg, the TPLF had realized 
the need to find another way of dealing with Ethiopiaõs multiple ethnic problems. Its 
answer was a federation, and rather more controversially, an ethnic federation. The 
logic of this seemed reasonable in 1991ð there were a number of ethnically based 
guerrilla groups operating across Ethiopia, and the country was awash with arms as 
the Dergõs 500,000 strong army collapsed. The TPLF may have been the leading 
element in ousting the Derg in Ethiopia but it owed much to the Eritrean Peopleõs 
Liberation Frontõs successes in Eritrea and for the help the EPLF provided in 
capturing Addis Ababa. 77 The Tigrayans were also supported by the Ethiopian 
Peopleõs Democratic Movement (EPDM) later the Amhara National Democratic 
Movement (ANDM), 78 and the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) 79 in Ethiopia. Other 
armed ethnic opposition movements were also found at various times among the 
Afar, in Benishangul -Gumuz, Gambella, Sidama and the Somali regions. Indeed, 
much of the opposition to the Derg (and to the previous imperial regime) came from 
minority nationalities which believed correctly that they had been ma rginalized and 
largely ignored in terms of power, development, culture and language within the 
centralized imperial and military structures of governance.  
 

 
76 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/dec/11/ethiopia -protests-master-plan-addis-ababa-students 
77 https://rusi.org/publication/rusi -newsbrief/international -community -struggles-address-ethiopian -conflict  
78 The EPDM began as an offshoot of the pan-Ethiopian Marxist Ethiopian Peopleõs Revolutionary Party (EPRP). Opposed to 
the Derg, one faction had moved to Tigray to open guerrilla operations. In competition with the TPLF, in was defeated and 
driven out of Tigray in 1977. Some elements survived to set up the EPDM and open their own armed struggle among the 
Amhara in 1982. It joined with the TPLF to set up the EPRDF in 1989, and formally marked its transition from a pan-Ethiopian 
movement to an ethnic organization in 1994 when it changed its name to the ANDM.  
79 TPLF relations with the OLF deteriorated towards the end of the struggle against the Derg, and t he TPLG created another 
Oromo organization, the OPDO, out of its Oromo prisoners of war, to provide the Oromo element in the EPRDF in 1990.   
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On achieving power in Addis Ababa, the TPLF, well aware of the minority status of 
Tigrayans (only 7% of the population) 80, used the EPRDF as the vehicle for control. It 
added the Southern Ethiopian Peopleõs Democratic Front (later the Southern 
Ethiopian Peopleõs Democratic Movement (SEPDM) in 1992 to incorporate 56 
ônations, nationalities and peoplesõ from the southern part of the country. In theory, 
the Front provided an equality of authority between its four elements; in practice, 
the TPLF remained very much in charge. Its long-time chair Meles Zenawi 
(President 1991-1995; Prime Minister 1995-2012) developed a steadily increasing 
autocratic streak, particularly after he defeated an attempt to oust him in 2001.  
 
Melesõ own personal authoritarianism was reflected in the way in which the TPLF 
controlled the EPRDF, producing an elite to dominate governance and 
administration, business and finance, and, in particular, military and security 
concerns.81 Never quite so pervasive as its critics claimed, and gradually losing some 
of its control in all these spheres after 2012, significant elements of the TPLF 
nevertheless became involved in mis-governance. This included tax evasion, 
embezzlement, money laundering and all the other usual aspects of rent-seeking 
activities available in a developmental state suffering from corruption. Identified 
later by Prime Minister Abiy as essentially a Tigrayan fault, this was hardly the 
case.82 During the 2000s, suspicion of corruption, both of power and of money, 
spread across all levels of the EPRDF and indeed of the associate regional ruling 
parties, in the Afar, Benishangul -Gumuz, Gambella, Harar and Somali regional 
states. Indeed, it could be said to transcend ethnicity and involve all regional 
governments as well as the Federal administration. When rumour became 
impossible to ignore, a minister might find himself (gender was hardly a concern 
prior to 2018) posted abroad as an ambassador despite protests from the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. Another alternative was to retire gracefully into a business advisory 
role. Any faults, real or imaginary, remained hidden behind the governmentõs 
traditional walls of secrecy.  
 
Meles and some TPLF leaders railed against such perversion of the revolution, but 
demonstrated all -too-common undemocratic answers to criticism: jailing opposition 
party leaders, journalists and others, and responding violently to any 
demonstrations of opposition as in the aftermath of the controversial, and  genuinely 
contested, 2005 elections.83 There was some awareness of the need for change. In 
June 2009, at Melesõ insistence, the Front adopted Metekakat, his plan to provide for a 
new generation of leaders in three phases.84 Meles himself was due to leave in the 
third and final stage by 2015. The first phase involved the resignation of a third of 
the EPRDFõs Executive Committee drawn from all four organizations. The reality of 
the changes was questioned because those resigning largely moved from executive 
to advisory roles with Foreign Minister Seyoum Mesfin, for example, being 

 
80 https://www.cia.gov/the -world -factbook/countries/ethiopia/#people -and-society 
81 https://assets.publishing.servic e.gov.uk/media/57a08aea40f0b64974000850/20110822-appp-rr02-rethinking -business-
politics -in-ethiopia-by-sarah-vaughan-mesfin-gebremichael-august-2011.pdf 
82 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/15/world/africa/ethiopia -abiy-tigray.html  
83 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/10150894  
84 https://hornaffairs.com/2013/04/05/ethiopia -eprdf -leadership-organs-election/  



 28 

appointed Ambassador to China. Nevertheless, Meles, at least, intended the process 
to be real, if only as an excuse to remove of a number of people from the party. 85 
The second stage of this transition was due in 2012, but the process abruptly came to 
a halt when Meles unexpectedly died in August 2012.86   
 
The commitment of the TPLF, and therefore of the EPRDF, to an ethnic-driven 
federalism was in part driven by the circumstances of  the struggle against the Derg, 
but it also reflected the TPLFõs own interest and aims for establishing Tigrayõs future 
role in Ethiopia, and its ideological view of the place of the Amhara in Ethiopian 
history. This included awareness of the historic comp etition between the Amhara 
and Tigrayans for control of the core Abyssinian highland empire. For all its Marxist 
credentials its commitment to ethnic nationalism meant that the TPLF also looked 
back to the reign of the Tigrean Emperor Yohannes IV in the late 19th century, the 
last time Tigray had been dominan t. Early on in its own existence, in 1976, the TPLF 
produced a position paper exploring the possibilities of an independent, even a 
greater Tigray, including the Tigrayan -speaking areas of what later became Eritrea.87  
It was considered seriously, but almost immediately rejected for practical, political 
and ideological reasons. Although it has been frequently used as a slur since 2018, it 
is only now that it appears to be gaining traction again in respon se to the treatment 
of Tigray and Tigrayans by Abiy.  
 
Whether the TPLF ever intended to create genuine federal structures, ethnic, 
linguistic or otherwise, may be an open question, 88 but certainly, despite having 
been instrumental in instituting a federal structure, the TPLF failed to implement the 
necessary structures for its growth. Ethnic, or rather linguistic federalism, however, 
had consequences, as might have been expected, most notably a substantial increase 
in ethno-nationalism with the potential to disrupt the unity of the state despite the 
emphasis laid on ôunity in diversityõ. Problems were exacerbated by the creation of 
the ôdevelopmental stateõ which required a vanguard party, in this case a coalition 
controlled by the TPLF. Almost inevitably, this led to a widespread belief that the 
TPLF favoured state aid and investment for their home region over the rest of the 
country. 89 Intended to moderate and control ethno -nationalism, the EPRDF, in fact, 
encouraged it despite Melesõ own desire to turn the Front into a single national 
party. 90 The EPRDF Central Committee set up a sub-committee to study this back in 
2008 but the four parties failed to agree on possible modalities. Significantly, they 
also refused to consider incorporating the ruling parties of the smaller regional 
states. These were also, in effect, creations of the TPLF but the EPRDF consistently 
refused to accept they had reached a sufficient stage of political maturity to join the 
EPRDF as equal partners.  

 
85 Personal communication, 2002 
86 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/aug/21/ethiopia -prime -minister -zenawi-dies 
87 The idea goes back to the Italian East African imperial governorates briefly established under Italian control in 1935-41. There 
were six of these, including an enlarged Eritrea, for Tigrayans and Afars, and a greatly enlarged Somalia for all Somalis, though 
the Amhara and Oromos were divided between the four governorates which made up the rest of Ethiopia.  
88 Comments from TPLF leaders in the first half of the 1990s suggest it was largely intended to control suspected Amhara 
efforts to reverse the EPRDF takeover, rather than from any genuine commitment to democratic forms per se. 
89 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/dfid -research-rethinking -business-and-politics -in-ethiopia-the-role-of-effort -the-
endowment -fund -for-the-rehabilitation -of-tigray   
90 Personal communication, 2002. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/dfid-research-rethinking-business-and-politics-in-ethiopia-the-role-of-effort-the-endowment-fund-for-the-rehabilitation-of-tigray
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/dfid-research-rethinking-business-and-politics-in-ethiopia-the-role-of-effort-the-endowment-fund-for-the-rehabilitation-of-tigray
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This underlined the major failure of the TPLF and  its creation, the EPRDF: it proved 
unable to resolve the òquestion of nationaliti es in Ethiopiaó 91 Its attempt, ethnic, or 
more accurately linguistic,  federalism, was never seriously applied with the TPLF 
operating a centralised authoritarianism in which repression became a major issue. 
This failure outweighed the quite genuine achie vements of the government. Indeed, 
despite the Federal Governmentõs virulent propaganda after April 2018, the record 
of the EPRDF prior to 2018 was far from poor. Its ôdevelopmental stateõ oversaw 
some 15 years of doubleðdigit economic growth, an impressiv e and substantial fall 
in poverty, and significant development in infrastructure, health and education 
across the country. Life expectancy between 1991 and 2018 rose from 40 to 65. By 
2019 the World Bank assessed that this had risen to 67 ð a remarkable achievement.92  
Donors found the EPRDF used aid effectively and welcomed its state-led 
developments in infrastructure and social services. It provided stability, if at a price, 
and supported international and regional peace -keeping.  Nevertheless, despite the 
EPRDFõs insistence that it was aiming for a ôdemocratic developmental stateõ, its 
repressive and authoritarian approach to criticism, coupled with increasing 
perceptions of Tigrayan dominance and escalating failures of governance and 
corruption, provided  for a steady build -up of opposition.  
 
Overall, the operation of the federal state as implemented under the 1995 
Constitution by the TPLF reinforced its authoritarianism, negating any efforts at real 
change or (re)-negotiation of power or even any improve d relationship between the 
Federal government and the state administrations. At the same time, it offered no 
alternatives to the growing ethnic mobilization that the constitution inevitably 
encouraged in the states or to its increasingly vocal intellectual support. Coupled 
with the merging of party and state functions and administration within the 
centralized ethnic federal state, this became a major cause of increased ethnic-based 
violence, largely driven by land and territorial issues, particularly after 2015.  
 
Any changes in personnel at the head of the EPRDF, or of the TPLF in 2010 and 2012, 
did nothing to moderate the growth of the TPLF into a propertied urban elite distant 
from its own roots among the Tigrayan peasantry. Nor did it make much effort to 
deal wi th the growth of popular unrest after 2015, largely in Oromia and Amhara 
regions, other than responding by violence, first instituting a State of Emergency in 
October 2016. This provided for an extensive list of measures, including bans on 
social media, on accessing the external ESAT and Oromia Media Network outlets, on 
participating in or organizing unauthorized protests, and on opposition groups 
issuing statements to the press. Diplomatic travel outside Addis Ababa was limited 
and security forces given considerably greater powers to search or use forces. Melesõ 
successor as Prime Minister, Hailemariam Dessalegn, from the Southern region, did 
also make a number of suggestions for economic and social reforms, but he was 
unable to make any real progress in the face of TPLF intransigence, not least because 
he was seen by the other parties, not altogether accurately, as a TPLF mouthpiece. 

 
91 Walleligne Mekonnen 17.11.1969. https://www.marxists.org/history/erol/ethiopia/nationalities.pdf  
92 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN. LE00.IN?locations=ET 

https://www.marxists.org/history/erol/ethiopia/nationalities.pdf
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.LE00.IN?locations=ET
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By 2018 TPLF leaders were certainly well aware of the need for reform. The first 
State of Emergency in 2016, was a reaction to widespread disturbances instigated by 
the Oromo youth protest movement, Qeerroo, later followed by the appearance of 
similar groups (Fana) in Amhara areas. Qeerroo activity originated due to concerns 
over the arbitrary expansion of Addis Ababaõs city boundaries, taking over land 
farmed by Oromo farmers. The protests rapidly escalated into widespread 
demonstrations against government abuse, corruption and maladministr ation.  
The rise of Abiy Ahmed 
 
Both the EPRDF, and in particular the TPLF, also responded by launching programs 
of self-criticism and considering further reform. 93 However, for the EPRDF, this was 
overtaken by discussions preceding Hailemariamõs resignation in mid-February 
2018 and agreement on the appointment of Abiy Ahmed as Prime Minister at the 
end of March. The TPLF continued its discussions on internal reform, holding a six -
week long Central Committee gim gima (evaluation) also in part a reaction to 
criticisms within the Tigray region, from new Tigrayan ethno -nationalist parties, 
Baitona, Third Weyene, and the Tigray Independence Party as well as from its 
longer established opponents, Arena and the Tigrayan Democratic Party which 
rejected ethnic federalism. This too was largely overtaken by events. 
 
The growing pressure of continued unrest, and the Federal government failure to 
deal with it, brought together the  Oromo and Amhara parties in the EPRDF, 
providing them with the opportunity to put together a firm enough alliance strong 
enough to encourage Hailemariam to resign. He did so on February 15, making it 
clear he believed it was necessary for an Oromo to succeed him. The most obvious 
possibilities were Lemma Megersa, President of the Oromia region and chair of the 
Oromo party, and Abiy Ahmed, his deputy and head of the Oromo party secretariat. 
The person most prominent in 2017 in organizing Oromo and Amhara pr essure on 
the TPLF was Lemma, much the more popular and more respected. Political 
discussion prior to 2018 constantly emphasized the work that òTeam Lemmaó had 
done in dealing with problems in Oromia and Lemmaõs own increasing status 
within the EPRDF. Indeed, Lemma was widely spoken of as a possible premier for 
several months before Hailemariam resigned.  
 
For Abiy to become the Oromo candidate for the chair of EPRDF and for Prime 
Minister required some careful political manoeuvrings. Lemma might be the mos t 
obvious Oromo candidate but he was not a member of parliament, a requirement for 
becoming chair of the EPRDF and thus prime minister. The alternatives were to 
arrange a by-election or to replace Lemma as party chairman. This was the option 
Abiy persuaded  the party to adopt, to take the tactical decision to replace Lemma by 
Abiy, allowing the party to continue with its leading role in the anti -TPLF alliance, 

 
93 Jawar Mohammed noted that EPRDFõs Executive Committee meeting in December 2017 had reached an agreement on partial 
political liberalization, the release of prisoners and the repeal of the state of emergency. but this had been accompanied, 
particularly in Oromia, by a security vacuum with administration paralyzed and replaced by organized youth and communal 
violence and displ acement. Jawar Mohammed. òManaging transition in Ethiopia: Averting a looming dangeró, 
https://addisstandard.com/opinion -managing-transition -in-ethiopia-averting -a-looming -danger/  14.6.2018 
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making Abiy its candidate for the leadership of the EPRDF at the meeting of the 180-
strong executive committee meeting which began on March 1.  In effect, after 
February 2018, Abiy out-manoeuvred Lemma, who accepted the situation in order to 
ensure the choice of an Oromo as Prime Minister and ensure the defeat of the TPLF.  
 
Discussions in the EPRDF Council were protracted, and rancorous, before Abiy was 
elected EPRDF chair on March 29. There were four candidates, the heads of the four 
member parties. Out of the 168 votes cast, Abiy received 108 votes. These included 
all the Oromo votes, and after Demeke Mekonnen, the Amhara candidate, withdrew 
in effect assuring Abiyõs success, virtually all the Amhara votes. 94 Abiy also received 
a dozen or so Southern votes and even a little Tigrayan support. The other two 
candidates were the Southern leader, Shiferaw Shigute, who took 58 votes, a 
majority of the southern party and most of the Tigrayan votes, while Debretsion 
Gebremichael, chair of the TPLF, received only 2. Most of the TPLF voted for a 
southern option as the least dangerous option for the TPLF. On Apri l 2, Abiy was 
elected Prime Minister by the House of Representatives.   
 
In the best traditions of democratic centralism, the TPLF accepted the vote, if with 
little enthusiasm. TPLF members were not impressed by Abiy. TPLF chair, 
Debretsion was heard to remark that he thought Abiy, aged 41, was too young for 
the job, and the NISS head, Getachew Assefa did not think Abiy had sufficient 
capacity to cope with the problems. Of most concern, however, were the proposed 
changes that Abiy was looking to make and wh ich he spelt out in his first address to 
parliament. And these appeared to largely aimed at limiting what he saw as the 
TPLFõs underlying control of governance, the economy and security, in its influence 
and command of the ôdeep stateõ. Abiyõs ideas also appeared to threaten the 
ôdevelopmental stateõ as established by the TPLF/EPRDF, and even threaten the 
operation of the federal constitution. An additional concern for the TPLF was Abiyõs 
insistence on resolving relations with Eritrea. Nobody, in theory, ob jected to ending 
the state of ôno war, no peaceõ with Eritrea, a situation that had continued since the 
end of the war with Eritrea in 2000, and which benefitted neither country. However, 
President Isaias was a sworn enemy of the TPLF which he regarded as responsible 
for the UN sanctions against Eritrea and his own near isolation for nearly twenty 
years, and had frequently made it clear he wanted its removal politically, and indeed 
its destruction. For the TPLF, any deal with Eritrea needed its involvement.  The 
TPLFõs concerns were intensified by Abiyõs obvious suspicion of the TPLF and his 
assumption it was intending to try and take action to restore its previous status.  
 
Certainly , it was clear from the outset that Abiy saw a need to consider changes in 
the federal structure though his approach changed significantly between 2018 and 
2020.  In April 2018, the choice of Abiy as Prime Minister within the framework of 
ethnic federalism was seen as elevating the Oromo to control of administration and 
policy. As  the chair of the EPRDFõs Oromo party, Abiy was expected to follow the 
example of the TPLF and increase the number of his own ethnicity, the Oromo, in 

 
94 After Abiy became Prime Minister, Demeke retained his position as Deputy Prime Minister and has since added the Foreign 
Ministry to his portfolio.  
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Federal government at the expense of Tigrayans. He did indeed do so to a 
considerable expense and underlined this by the launch of investigations into the 
alleged corruption of the previous regime. Oromo activists saw Abiyõs appointment 
and his early decisions as the start of a new dispensation. Jawar Mohammed, owner 
of the Oromo Media Network (OMN), who clai med a million and a half Facebook 
followers, and who had persistently argued for a greater Oromo role in Federal 
Government and realistic Oromo regional self -determination, welcomed Abiyõs 
appointment. The Qeerroo groups were quick to see his appointment as an 
opportunity to demand an ôOromo Firstõ policy, calling for genuine self-rule in the 
Oromia regional state and for Oromos to predominate in federal government.  
 
One side effect of the events of 2017-18, and increasing divisions within the EPRDF, 
was the virtual collapse of party control at local level, and as party and 
administration officials were in effect indistinguishable, a near collapse of local 
authority. Within weeks of Abiyõs accession to the premiership, dozens of local 
conflicts broke out across Ethiopia. Most had a long genesis in the stresses and 
strains of two decades of ethnic federalism, and a number involved deliberate efforts 
by the Oromia and Amhara regional state governments to expand their territory. 
There were border conflicts between Oromos and Somalis, Amhara and Gedeo; 
between Wolayita and Sidama; Gurage and Kebena; Somalis and Afars; Berta and 
Gumuz and Amhara; and the Amhara region made threatening noises over western 
and southern Tigray.  
 
Another effect of the security problems  of 2015 and the continued rise in violence, 
was a considerable increase in regional militarization, and the creation of regional 
Special Forces, an additional paramilitary force intended to deal with more serious 
problems. Under the constitution, regional  states have the right to organize their 
own police forces, and provide these with regular police training and any weapons 
necessary to enforce the law at local level. Local militia forces also operate as an 
adjunct to the local police. The idea of military training and heavier arms for ôSpecial 
Forcesõ at the regional level was first introduced in 2007 in the Somali region to 
control large-scale Ogaden National Liberation Front (ONLF) insurgency.  The 
activities of this force, the Liyu [special] regional police, though successful, acquired 
a highly unsavoury reputation under the Somali regional president, Abdi Iley, who 
was removed at an early stage of Prime Minister Abiyõs reforms in 2018.  The 
reputation of the Liyu police, however, did nothing to prevent other regions raising 
their own Special Forces after 2015, notably both the Oromo and Amhara regions. 
Amhara Special Forces were heavily involved in the November fighting in Tigray. 
The Tigray region also substantially enlarged both its militia and it Spec ial Forces in 
2018-2019.  
 
The effective collapse of local government and traditional patterns of authority, and 
the rise of largely unstructured local youth groups, the Qeerroo and the Fana, also 
encouraged outbreaks of violence in a dozen cities and numerous smaller towns, 
many in the Oromo region. Most of these related to land and corruption issues and 
were driven by expectations of the implementation of reform. The problems were 
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compounded by the return of externally based opposition groups, several fro m 
Eritrea where they were being trained and armed. 95 This certainly played a role in 
the upsurge of ethnically based violence in the later part of 2018 and the 
displacement of hundreds of thousands of people.  
 
Subsequently, the Prime Minister, as part of his demonization of the TPLF and 
Tigrayans, ascribed this upsurge of conflict to the machinations of the TPLF, arguing 
that this was all part of a policy aimed at inciting violence to discredit his 
government and derail his reforms, and ultimately restoration of TPLF control. The 
government has produced little evidence of this, though Abiy himself told 
Parliament in November 2020 that there were 113 outbreaks of ethno-nationalist 
violence that could be ascribed to the TPLF activity since he became prime minister. 
He also referred to the TPLF plans to seize control of the Northern Command 
weapons as the first stage in more extensive plans: òThe aim was to attack the 
Northern Command first and to control Gondar and Woldiya in the morning.  After 
they controlled Gondar and Woldiya, they would cause explosions in Addis Ababa, 
Adama, and Hawassa through their agents and then the country would enter into 
chaos so that they could do what they wished after that. Some people from here 
were also preparing themselves with such thinking that they would become a 
government when the regime is changed.ó 96 Apart from the TPLF attack on 
Northern Command bases in early November, nothing has been produced in 
support of such accusations and they seem highly implausible.  
 
While one immediate element in the problems that arose between the TPLF and the 
Prime Minister in 2018 might have revolved around issues of power and control, the 
wider underlying question remained the relationship bet ween the central 
government and the regional states. The relationship between federalism and 
ethnicity in effect provided for an ideological dispute over the type and extent of the 
implementation of federalism in Ethiopia under the Constitution of 1995. Wh ile it 
dominated the government, the TPLF had been committed to a centralized 
ethnic/linguistic federalism, offering a carefully controlled amount of self -
determination to those peoples who had been traditionally marginalized by a 
perceived and previous Am hara-centric imperial regime. As its own dominance 
began to fragment after 2015, while accepting the need for reform, the TPLF certainly 
tried to manipulate the system. And in response to the growth of ôEthiopiawinetõ 
(Ethiopianess), pan-Ethiopian unity ra ther than a federal construct, the TPLF began 
to emphasize the importance of ethnic federalism in 2019-2020 as a rallying point 
among the countryõs minority nationalities. Most of the smaller nationalities claim to 
have been marginalized under previous reg imes, as in fact do the Oromo. Regional 
autonomy, though never effectively applied by the TPLF, nevertheless remains seen 
as a protection against any of the over-centralizing authorities which historically 
marginalized the minorities.  
 

 
95 At least one, a major faction of the Oromo Liberation Front which, in theory, supports an independent Orom ia, was allowed 
to keep its arms on its return. Subsequent events in western Wollega suggest this might have been a mistake. 
96 Abiy: Speech to Parliament: 30.11. 2020 https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2020/12/22/the -causes-and-course-of-the-
tigray -conflict -according-to-abiy-ahmed/  (English version) 
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This gained some traction, especially among Oromo ethno-nationalists, suspicious of 
Amhara ambitions, but there was real reluctance to offer support to the TPLF 
because of the perception that it had for quarter of a century operated a repressive, 
and latterly highly corrupt,  regime with its own members taking the leading role in 
military and security services and in government and administration. Prime Minister 
Abiy also pre -empted the possibility of any substantial open Oromo support for the 
TPLF by disbanding the ERPDF and creating the Prosperity Party (PP) in December 
2019, bringing together the EPRDF parties and its five associated parties. The only 
party that refused to join was the TPLF. A few months later he also took the 
opportunity to arrest leading Oromo opposition f igures, in June 2020. It should be 
emphasized, however, that Abiyõs success in preventing other nationalities 
supporting the TPLF does not, however, indicate any lessening of their concern over 
the steady shift of Abiyõs policies towards ôEthiopiawinetõ, a concern which is being 
intensified by events in Tigray.  
 
Federalism and the Constitution of 1994-95 can perhaps be described as an 
experiment in multilateralism; Abiyõs attempt to redraw it, an approach paralleled 
by the changes he has introduced in foreign policy, is largely a response to populist 
demand, significantly modified by his own interests and aims. What he is offering 
with the creation of a single party, the PP, is a modified and reduced form of self -
determination without providing a more democ ratic reality than had previously 
existed. His own autocratic, religiously -flavoured, version of democracy and politics 
apparently provides for compulsory unanimity without participation or rather 
without equality. For his critics, in other words, it threa tens a return to an imperial 
past of traditional autocratic politics, perhaps without an emperor in name, but once 
again marginalizing and side -lining the non -Amhara nations and nationalities, 
sweeping away the gains these groups have acquired since 1991 under ethnic 
federalism, even when only partially and poorly implemented.  
 
Abiy originally had the support of the Oromo, the Amhara and most of the southern 
nations, nationalities and peoples. Removing the TPLFõs excess presence in 
government and administr ation and replacing its [over -] centralized federal system 
was widely welcome. But it wasnõt long before his actions raised suspicions that his 
reforms and other changes were aimed less at a creating an effective ethnic federal 
structure and more at a centralized government replicating the ôEthiopiawinetõ of 
the past. His friendship with the regionõs most authoritarian leader, President Isaias, 
and his more publicity -focused actions, have added to the concern with which many 
now regard him. The honeymoon la sted less than a year. 
 
 
3.2 Prime Minister Abiyõs short-lived whirlwind of reform  
   
Once in place, Prime Minister Abiy launched a whole series of reforms, positioning 
himself as a young (41), charismatic, energetic, reforming leader, and catching the 
attention of Ethiopians and of the world. In a well -received inaugural address to the 
House of Peopleõs Representatives, he apologized for past abuses and called on 



 35 

exiled opposition groups (several of whom were being armed, trained and 
supported by President  Isaias in Eritrea) to return. He appealed for unity, pledged to 
respect all human and democratic rights, especially freedom of expression, assembly 
and organization. He promised to introduce economic reforms and to tackle 
corruption, emphasizing the needs of youth and women. He also said he was ready 
to resolve differences with Eritrea and called on Eritrea to do the same. 97 
 
Over the next months, he announced a series of reforms and appointments, freeing 
thousands of political prisoners, promised free an d fair elections, gender equality, 
economic changes including extensive privatization, the opening up of the media 
and revision of controversial anti -terrorist and CSO laws. It was all buttressed by the 
publication of his own personal philosophy of Medemer, which emphasized  
reconciliation on the basis of synergy, unity, dialogue, for both Ethiopia and the 
region, underlining the importance of keeping the best of the past while moving to 
the future.98 
 
The most striking step was the achievement of a Peace Accord with Eritrea, which 
gained Abiy the Nobel Peace Prize for 2019. The citation included some of the 
accomplishments of his first 100 days: lifting the State of Emergency, releasing 
political prison ers, removing media censorship and legalizing opposition groups, as 
well as engaging in other peace and reconciliation processes in East and Northeast 
Africa. Displaying considerable prescience, the citation also noted that òsome people 
will think this yea rõs prize is being awarded too earlyó but added the Nobel 
Committee believed that Abiy Ahmedõs efforts deserve recognition and needed 
encouragement. 99 
  
It all seemed to be too good to be true, and it was. Abiy faced significant political 
difficulties in the implementation of his programs, and his responses rapidly seemed 
to hark back to his own past as a member of the repressive EPRDF/TPLF regime 
that he had tried to distance himself from as he became prime minister and which he 
subsequently excoriated so strongly. He had been in office less than a year when he 
was warning ôspoilersõ that his patience was not inexhaustible. His own certainties, 
coupled with impatience and refusal to listen to criticism or even questions have too 
often negated any possibility of dialogue over his proposed policies, despite the 
supposed centrality of dialogue and unity to his philosophy of Medemer. His alliance 
with President Isaias of Eritrea led him into new and problematic areas of policy 
including the horrific levels of v iolence displayed in his ôlaw enforcement operationõ 
in Tigray which , since November 2020, seems to have displayed all of the more 
traditional and repressive activities and human rights abuses so prevalent in the past 
in Ethiopia and so dominant in Eritrea  under President Isaias.   

 
97 Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmedõs Inaugural Address. 9.4.2018 https://www.africanexponent.com/post/9403 -abiy-ahmeds-
speech-of-the-century-preaches-hope 
98 https://medemer.et/  
99 Reuters 11.10.2019 Full text of the 2019 Nobel Peace Prize Citation. https://www.reuters.com/artic le/us -nobel-prize-peace-
fulltext -idUSKBN1WQ15N  
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https://www.africanexponent.com/post/9403-abiy-ahmeds-speech-of-the-century-preaches-hope
https://medemer.et/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-nobel-prize-peace-fulltext-idUSKBN1WQ15N
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-nobel-prize-peace-fulltext-idUSKBN1WQ15N
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One policy that achieved particular resonance for the international community, 
despite the widespread failure to implement anything similar elsewhere, was Abiyõs 
announcement, in October, of a cabinet offering gender parity. Half of the ministers 
in the cabinet were women, including the important posts of Minister of Defence 
and the new Ministry of Peace, with a portfolio overseeing the rival 
intelligence/security agencies, the National Intelligence and Security Service and the 
Information Network Security Agency, the Federal police, the National Disaster 
Management Commission, the Main department for Immigration and Nationality 
Affairs and several other related agencies. Women were also appointed as President 
of Ethiopia (Sahle-work Zewde), and as Chief Justice (Meaza Ashena), with a 
mandate to reform the judiciary, and as chair of the National Electoral Board 
(Birtukan Mideksa). Critics, however, were quick to notice that the gender balance 
did not continue lower down the administrative hierarchy. Women onl y held 25% of 
the appointments at state ministerial level, and far fewer at lower levels. When 20 
new ambassadors were appointed in early in 2021, only two were women.                

 
In his February 2019 interview with the Financial Times, Abiy noted he had freed all 
journalists and opened up the media.100 The Committee to Protect Journalists in its 
2018 annual Prison Census report on journalists imprisoned for their work included 
no Ethiopians for the first time in 14 years.101 A Media Law Working Group (M LWG) 
was established and there was a significant increase in the number of private print 
and electronic media outlets. By mid -2020, there were 13 public and 26 commercial 
television stations, 10 public and 15 commercial radio stations, 54 community radio 
and television stations, and nearly 50 print media products.  
 
However, it was only a matter of months after April 2018 that the federal 
government was again closing off the Internet, and reports surfaced of Oromo 
journalists being arrested, with signs of an increasingly hostile environment for 
commentators on events in Ethiopia. Amnesty International was demanding the 
release of five journalists arrested a month earlier in October 2019.102 This steadily 
intensified with the increasing amount of ethnic confli ct, the threat of conflict with 
Tigray and the outbreak of war, producing an increasing amount of self -censorship. 
In early November, 2020, a senior editor for Addis Standard, was arrested and 
accused of òattempts to dismantle the Constitution through violenceó and òoutrage 
against the Constitutionó. Released shortly afterwards, he was rearrested and held 
for a month. The authorities deported the Crisis Groupõs Senior Analyst on Ethiopia, 
William Davison, allegedly for irregularities over his work permit on  November 21, 
2020.103 The same day, they also issued warning letters to Reuters, the BBC and 
Deutsche Welle.104 
 
In January this year, a journalist working for Tigray TV was shot and killed by 

 
100 https://www.ft.com/content/433dfa88 -36d0-11e9-bb0c-42459962a812 
101 https://qz.com/africa/1494561/ethiopia -has-no-jailed-journalists -in-2018-the-first -since-2004/ 
102 https://www.amnesty .org/en/latest/news/2019/10/ethiopia -release-journalists-arrested-on-unsubstantiated-terrorism -
charges/  
103 https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn -africa/ethiopia/ethiopia -expels-crisis-group -senior-analyst 
104 https://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/2/10/394224/World/Africa/Ethiopia -suspends-Reuters-incountry -
correspondents.aspx 
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federal security forces a week after he had been briefly detained. Armed men raided 
the home of a freelance reporter in Addis Ababa and threatened to kill her if she 
continued investigating stories about the conflict in Tigray. Ethiopiaõs Ambassador 
to Washington issued a sharp warning to journalists to òabide by the most stringent 
ethical standardsó, claiming the major print media was telling falsehoods against the 
Ethiopian government about complicity in òmassacres, torture, rapes, abductions, 
and the lootingó in Tigray.  
 
The governmentõs claim that both local and international journalists had been 
provided with access as early as November to cover the active phase of the rule of 
law operations and had filed reports, and it was ther efore wrong to claim no media 
access, were not shared by the media. It was not until mid-February 2021, that the 
government announced that seven media agencies could have limited access to 
Tigray - AFP, Al Jazeera, New York Times, France 24, Reuters, BBC and Financial 
Times.105 Over the next few days, however, several journalists working in Mekelle as 
translators or fixers with these agencies were arrested or beaten in a specific effort to 
intimidate them in advance of international media arrival. The ENDF a rrested two 
journalists in Mekelle who were, it said, broadcasting ôfalse propagandaõ. 106 
 
The Committee to Protect Journalists 2020 Prison Census, published in December, 
once again had to include Ethiopian journalists, seven of them, the third highest 
number in sub-Saharan African countries, after Eritrea and Cameroon, though six 
were subsequently released.107 That same month, the Council of Ministers approved 
a new Media Proclamation outlining the mediaõs legal responsibilities, and penalties 
for flouting these.108 The Prime Minister said this would bolster freedom of 
expression and press freedom; human rights groups argued it had created the legal 
means to muzzle critics. 109 
 
Relations with journalists look set to continue. In March, the Ethiopian Broadcast 
Authority announced it would take ôcorrective measuresõ against media outlets that 
challenged Ethiopiaõs sovereignty, or endangered the unity of its people and the 
countryõs peace. Its Deputy Director-general said a media monitoring assessment of 
the ôlaw enforcement campaignõ in Tigray had showed that some foreign media 
outlets reports were òfull of bias, unbalanced, and inaccurateó and this raised 
questions about journalism and professional ethics. Journalists who entered the 
region after the government's approval were producing unbalanced, biased, 
inaccurate, and distorted reports, completely denying the Ethiopian government's 
efforts to rebuild the region. Seven internatio nal agencies were authorised and were 
in the region; no journalist needs permission to operate there. The government 
remained committed to its promise to protect media freedom and had not yet 
prosecuted media professionals who violated the media laws. It h ad only revoked 

 
105 https://thespeakernewsjournal.com/world/ethiopian -government-allows-seven-international -media-outlets-to-report -in-
the-tigray -region/  
106 https://addisstandard.com/news -journalists -rearrested-in-tigray -army-claims-they-were-preparing -to-broadcast-false-
propaganda/  
107 https://cpj.org/reports/2020/12/record -number-journalists -jailed-imprisoned/  
108 https://cpj.org/reports/2020/12/record -number-journalists -jailed-imprisoned/  
109 Eritrea Hub, Ethiopiaõs Tigray conflict and the battle to control information. 16.2.2021 
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licenses or expelled them. The government, he stressed, would continue to support 
the media sector òas long as it does not challenge the sovereignty, unity of the 
people and the countryõs peace.ó 110 
The steps towards reform of the judiciary, and for reconciliation, another strong 
focus of Abiy, have also made less progress than might have been expected. A 
reform plan for the federal courts was adopted in mid -2019, but the five-year 
strategic plan with  a focus on judicial independence and the provision of prompt 
and good quality judicial activity, was only due to start in 2021. Some widely 
criticised laws, the Charities and Societies Proclamation, the Anti-Terrorist 
Proclamation and the Media law have also been revised, though the latter, in 
particular, remains controversial. The Federal Attorney General has drafted a five-
year National Human Rights Action Plan, ostensibly giving priority  to civil and 
political rights, and rights of women, children, pers ons with disabilities, refugees 
and other vulnerable groups, as well as calling for human rights education at 
national level. Significantly, it doesnõt include the signing of some international 
conventions allowing scrutiny of government activities. Equall y, the military 
operations and the steadily increasing and horrifying evidence of the reality of 
atrocities in Tigray, as well as of other ethnic killings of Amhara and other 
nationalities elsewhere, effectively render it irrelevant. Since November 4 and the 
Federal governmentõs ôlaw enforcement operationõ and even more since Prime 
Minister Abiy declared operation a success and finished, human rights abuses and 
humanitarian problems have intensified in Tigray. There is now a major 
humanitarian crisis in the  region òcharacterized by food shortages, widespread 
looting, rape, and sexual violence.ó Tigrayans also claim they are suffering from 
ethnic profiling in Addis Ababa and elsewhere.  
 
The violence against Tigrayans has been far in excess of any other conflict, but both 
Oromo and Amhara ethno -nationalists also now see themselves as being the targets 
of each other, as well as of Abiy and the critics of federalism and supporters of pan-
Ethiopian unity. The Federal governmentõs response to assassinations in Bahir Dar 
and in Addis Ababa (June 22, 2019) included a wave of arrests, but to many in the 
Amhara region, the person responsible for what was identified as an attempted 
coup, Brigadier General Asaminew, was a hero, and after his death, a martyr. His 
efforts to increase the size of the Amhara Special Forces over the previous months 
were to be welcomed not criticised. Widespread demonstrations in April 2021 by 
Amhara underlined the continuing perception, even if encouraged for political 
reasons by ethno-nationalist parties, that the Amhara had become the target of 
Oromo violence. Oromo nationalists have seen themselves as the target of Abiy and 
pro-unity Amhara elements since 2019, an assessment reinforced by the arrests of the 
leaders of the main Oromo oppositi on parties in mid -2020.  
 
Abiy told the Financial Times in January 2019 that he had released 60,000 political 
prisoners, significantly expanding the policy begun by his predecessor, Hailemariam, 

 
110 Ethiopian News Agency: EBA press statement 14.3.2021, 
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who had released 6,000 in January 2018.111 It was only a year later, however, before 
protestors were being rounded up again in considerable numbers. Tens of thousands 
have been detained in the last two years following demonstrations in the Oromo 
region and ethnic clashes elsewhere. Most recently in 2020-21, thousands of Tigrayans 
in the security forces have been detained, and Tigrayans in other areas of government 
employment have lost their jobs. 112 Despite federal government denials, since 
November 2020, and even before, Tigrayans have been targeted in what looks 
increasingly like a policy of ethnic profiling. 113    
 
In fact, Abiyõs policies, whether by accident or design, have seriously expanded the 
underlying problem of ethnicity, and the related issues of regional difference, land 
and resource conflict, and democracy. Politics, and here Abiy is certainly responsible, 
have become increasingly ethnicised, driven by his attack on Tigray and Tigrayans.  
 
Home-grown Economic reform 
 
Abiyõs overall approach to policy is clearly visible in his economic strategy: 
substantial promises, and rather less achievement. The ôHome-grown Economic 
Reformõ, the basis for the 10-year Development Plan announced a year later, was 
announced in mid -2019, aiming for sustainable economic growth and major job 
creation, with macroeconomic reforms to improve the efficiency of State-Owned 
Enterprises (SOEs) as well as privatise some government organizations. It includes 
partial privatization planned for key st ate-owned enterprises, Ethiopian Airlines, 
Ethiopian Electric Power Corporation, and EthioTelecom, with others, including 
sugar plantations and industrial parks, to be fully privatised. It provides for 
implementation of a comprehensive and controlled remit tance strategy; the control 
inflation; to modernize banks, and while keeping control of the financial sector, 
allows Islamic banking; and improved financial access. It also identified four sectors, 
agriculture, manufacturing, mining and tourism as areas on  which to concentrate. 
Abiy, stressing Ethiopia is ònow fully open for businessó called the agenda òthe 
bridge to prosperityó.114  
 
Welcomed by international agencies because of the emphasis on development of the 
private sector, the privati sation of major p ublic enterprises and the opening up of the 
economy to foreign investors, marks a significant departure from the EPRDFõs 
developmental state. In a clear shift towards neo-liberal global policy, the 
government has demonstrated significantly greater responsi veness to external 
partners, including the World Bank and the IMF as well as to Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE. 
 
The Home-grown Economic Reform ran into criticism at the outset for its lack of 
public involvement. Adopted in September 2019, the policy, drafted an d adopted by 
Abiy before any public debate, ignored the interests of many stakeholders and local 

 
111 https://www.ft.com/content/433dfa88 -36d0-11e9-bb0c-42459962a812 
112 https://uk.news.yahoo.com/clean -insides-ethiopia-detains-tigrayans-061253144.html 
113 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/12/04/ethiopia -airlines-accused-ethnic-profiling -civil -war-tigray/  
114 (https://www.pmo.gov.et/initiatives/) , 
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policy -makers. A subsequent ôdiscussion processõ was widely dismissed as no more 
than a gesture to try to pacify critics. It was also in effect overtaken by the onset of 
COVID -19 and the impact this have had on the strategies to mitigate unemployment, 
inflation, foreign exchange and debt. At the structural level, this has meant longer 
delays over implementation of the privati sation process and any efforts to address 
bottlenecks, and improve tax policies and regulations. It also seems to have delayed 
any real effort to increase transparency, if indeed this was ever the intention. Other 
major lacuna in the process include the lack of reference to the importance of 
regional development either in the objectives or in the details of the reform program, 
despite the acknowledged disparities in regional development, including 
òuniversities, airports, network infrastructure and industrial parksó. 115 Questions 
have been raised over the government figures used in the presentation of the 
Reform.116  
 
Abiy himself remained upbeat about the progress of reform when he introduced the 
2020-21 budget in the House of `Representatives in July last year. He said the reform 
agenda had produced real results in the macroeconomic and productivity sectors 
and relaxed debt stress and improved the budget gap.117 External debt had fallen 
from 31% to 25% of GDP, following his efforts to extend or reschedule debts. It had 
enhanced private sector capacity and increased agricultural productivity, making 
finance available for small holder farmers ð he mentioned the amount spent on 
water pumps, imported duty -free, and increased allocations for irrigation. Nominal 
GDP, he said, had increased from 2.2 trillion birr  (USD 85 billion) in 2018 to 3.4 
trillion birr, (USD 100 billion) in 2020. The Prime Minister also noted the economic 
impact of COVID -19 on the economy but surprisingly said exports had increased by 
15% over the previous year despite the pandemic. The projections for the current 
year, however, must have been seriously affected by the increased spread of the 
pandemic, and continuing and indeed increasing inter -ethnic, the continuation of the 
war in Tigray, and if reports are accurate, by the prom ised subventions to Eritrea for 
the use of the Eritrean army. The governmentõs current claim that GDP growth this 
year will still reach 8.5% is clearly highly optimistic. The latest projection of the IMF, 
which has approved a nearly USD 3 billion support p rogram, is a rather more 
plausible 2.0%.  
 

Ethnic conflict 
 
The lack of direction in the ruling EPRDF, increasingly apparent after 2015, and 
intensified by the efforts to marginalize and then remove three decades of TPLF 
influence and control after April 2 018, allowed regional ethno-nationalist interests to 
operate almost unchecked. There was a sharp upsurge in inter-ethnic violence with 
millions displaced, extensive destruction of property and numerous killings, across 
almost every region of the country. T he one exception, prior to November 2020, was 

 
115https://duckduckgo.com/?q=Tsegaye+Tegenu%3A+Homegrown+Economic+Reform+and+Regional+Development+in+Eth
iopi a+ECADF+26.12.2019&t=osx&ia=web 
116 Alemayehu Geda: Critique of Ethiopia's PM Abyi's new "Homegrown" Policy 2019 . September 2019. Researchgate.net  
117 https://www.capitalethiopia.com/featured/economic -reforms-bearing-fruits -pm-abiy/1   3.7.2020 

https://duckduckgo.com/?q=Tsegaye+Tegenu%3A+Homegrown+Economic+Reform+and+Regional+Development+in+Ethiopia+ECADF+26.12.2019&t=osx&ia=web
https://duckduckgo.com/?q=Tsegaye+Tegenu%3A+Homegrown+Economic+Reform+and+Regional+Development+in+Ethiopia+ECADF+26.12.2019&t=osx&ia=web
https://www.capitalethiopia.com/featured/economic-reforms-bearing-fruits-pm-abiy/1%20%203.7.2020


 41 

the Tigray Regional State and this appears to have been one reason why Prime 
Minister Abiy later blamed all of these problems on the TPLF. He told Parliament on 
November 30 that there had been at least 113 major conflicts that had occurred in 
every region except Tigray, 118 with the ôjuntaõ (TPLF) creating antagonism and 
enmity between different ethnic groups, adjacent regions and even neighbouring  
countries. He cited 37 major conflicts in Oromia, 23 in Amhara region, 15 in 
Benishangul-Gumuz, 14 in Addis Ababa, and others in Gambella, the South, Dire 
Dawa, and Harar, and between the Somali and Afar regions. All, Abiy asserted, 
were the work of the TPLF, which had worked òto sow great mistrust and suspicion 
between the peoples of Ethiopiaó. He added that it had also tried to persuade the 
Sudan government to take over disputed lands along the border. The Prime Minister 
said Sudan had rejected the proposal and had informed him about the suggestion. 
This presumably referred to the area of al-Fashaq which Ethiopia said was taken 
over by Sudanese a few days after the Prime Ministerõs speech.  
 
The Prime Ministerõs catalogue of inter-ethnic violence underlined the fact that since 
he came to power, there had been an enormous displacement of people. In 2018 
alone, according to international NGO reports, nearly three million people were 
forced to leave their homes, mainly because of violence; government figures were 
significantly smaller. There was conflict in a number of wore das in or along the 
borders between Amhara and Tigray, Amhara and Benishangul -Gumuz. 119 Another 
major area of violence was all along the 1400 km. interface between the Oromo and 
Somali regions. The creation of the Oromo and Somali regions in 1994-5 had 
enforced a boundary that cut through many communities with close intra -ethnic and 
intra -clan links, and left a legacy of disputes all along the border. The National 
Election Board in 2004 organized a referendum in 422 kebeles for people to choose 
which side of the border they wished to live. 323 (80%) chose Oromia; 93 the Somali 
region. It did not, however, settle disputes over land, grazing and water. Nor did it 
do away with interest in acquiring extra resources, or ethno -nationalistic demands 
for the recovery of previously administered territories that had been adjusted when 
the Constitution was drawn up. 120 In 2016/17 a series of clashes led to over a million 
people being displaced on both sides of the border. This was one of the factors used 
by Oromo politicians, including Abiy, to generate support across Oromia for 
changes in the EPRDF. 121 Another major confrontation along Oromia borders in 
2018 was between the Gedeo people of the SNNPR and the Guji Oromo, again with 
an estimate of another million or so displaced.122  
 
These and similar clashes were also encouraged by the increased mobilization of 
Oromo and Amhara nationalist interests, driven in part by the choice of Abiy, a 

 
118 Abiy Speech to Parliament 30.11.20  https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2020/12/22/the -causes-and-course-of-the-tigray -
conflict -according-to-abiy-ahmed/  (English version) 
119 This involved the Metekel zone of Benishangul -Gumuz, an area administered by Amhara before 1995, largely inhabited by 
Gumuz but with a considerable Amhara settler population. The southern border of Metekel is the Blue Nile and the zone hosts 
the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam. 
120 https://issafrica.org/research/monographs/drivers -of-ethnic-conflict -in-contemporary -ethiopia  
121 Hagmann, T. and Mustafe Mohamed Abdi: Inter -ethnic violence in Ethiopiaõs Somali Regional State, 2017 ð 2018, Research 
Memo, LSE, March 2020. 
122 https://ethiopia.iom.int/sites/default/files/situation_reports/files/IOM Ethiopia Gedeo -W.Guji Sitrep No.5_0.pdf  
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prime minister originally identified with Oromo interests. A related factor was the 
government call for opposition organi sations in exile to return. Among these were 
the Oromo Liberation  Front and Patriotic Ginbot 7, both of which had been based in 
Eritrea where they had been armed and trained. 123 Although Ginbot 7 disarmed on 
arrival, the OLF did not, and one faction, OLF -Shene, or the Oromo Liberation Army 
(OLA), has continued to be mil itarily active in the western areas of Oromo, in 
Wollega, as well as in the south near the Kenyan border. After its return, Ginbot 7 
merged with several other opposition parties to form the Ethiopian Citizens for 
Social Justice (EZEMA) which is opposed to ethnic federalism and supports a more 
centralised, unified, structure of government, and revision of the constitution. 
Ginbot 7, although a multi -ethnic organisation, gains its main support comes from 
the Amhara and from urban elites.  
 
The continuing ethn ic violence provided the Prime Minister with additional reasons 
in support of his own intention to unpick the ethnic elements of the EPRDF and 
replace this with a new single national party. The mechanics for this provided a 
major step in the breakdown in r elations between the Federal Government and the 
TPLF as did Abiyõs remarks to the FT, in January 2019, that he would like to move to 
a directly elected presidential system, rather than continue the indirect process 
conducted through parliament to choose th e prime minister. 124 He also spoke of the 
òunity of the nation and national prideó, though he accepted this could be a concern 
for supporters of more regional autonomy. The EPRDF parties had discussed the 
possibility of merging their four elements into a single party before, and had even 
set up a committee to look into the practicalities in 2008. It concluded there were 
both practical and ideological difficulties, the latter connected with the relationship 
between the Federal government and the regional state authorities which has 
become the central issue in the current war in Tigray, as well as in the process of 
holding the national elections which, after two postponements, are due in June 2021.  

 
Creating the Prosperity Party 
 
The failure of the EPRDF to resolve its own problems in 2017-18 or to produce a 
consensus for reform, certainly underlined the need for change. The idea of turning 
the Front into a single party had been considered several times before, being first 
raised formally at the EPRDFõs 5th Congress in 2004. It set up a committee to 
consider the possibilities in 2008, but that failed to resolve the central problem of 
whether this should take the form of a merger of the four parties or of the creation of 
a new party.  

 
123 EZEMA, established in May 2019 is made up of Ginbot 7, the Ethiopian Democratic Party, All -Ethiopian Democratic Party, 
Semayawi Party, New Generation Party, Gambella Regional Movement, and Unity for Democracy and Justice). It is led by 
Berhanu Nega, former leader of Ginbot 7.  
124 Typically, the interview with the FT hit the headlines with Abiyõs display of confidence: òI have done so many great things 
compared to many leaders. But I didnõt do 1 per cent of what I am dreaming,ó and his assertion that he had known from the 
age of seven that he would one day lead the country. Such comments have given credence to a growing belief that he would 
prefer a much more centralised, even quasi imperial system of governance. https://www.ft.com/content/ae678b6 -346f-11e9-
bb0c-42459962a812 

 

https://www.ft.com/content/ae678b6-346f-11e9-bb0c-42459962a812
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A team was set up to make another study of merger possibilities in 2017. The study 
was expected to be presented at the EPRDFõs 11th Congress held in Hawassa in 
October 2018 and then endorsed. In his opening speech, Abiy, who was re-elected  
chairman of the Front with 176/177 votes, stressed federalism was the way to go for 
Ethiopia, but warned it should not be mixed and confused with ethnic identity: òIf 
we are able to form regional administrations without confusing it with ethnic 
identities, then there is no question that federalism is the best option for Ethiopiaõs 
situation,ó adding a plea for treating all people equally and ònot attack one another 
motivated by and based on our ethnic and religious differences.ó However, the 
study was not presented to the Congress as neither the Executive Committee nor the 
EPRDF Council had been able to discuss the proposals in advance.  
The TPLF participated in the Congress, but in a statement shortly afterwards warned 
that rushed moves to dissolve EPRDF and create a single unified party posed a 
serious danger to the nation. It said it was necessary first to identify a vision or 
practices that could be unified, adding without identifying the dangers, òit is 
impossible to think about creating a single unified party.ó The statement, which said 
there was òno unity of command and trust between and among the sister parties of 
the Frontó, also referred to òthe campaign to subdue the people of Tigray and TPLF 
from different directionsó. 125 
 
Abiyõs own version was that the TPLF had originally decided to resign from the 
EPRDF and not attend the Congress, but it had then changed its mind and decided 
to attend to cause trouble. He claimed later the ôjuntaõ (an example of the 
unfortunate use of abusive language by the Prime Minister concerning his 
opponents) had developed a three-pronged strategy to undermine and thwart his 
work. One was insults delivered before the meeting; then it organized groups to 
create chaos in the assembly and encourage dissension and recrimination, and 
finally, bring in others who pretended to be mediators. It was all intended, he 
claimed, to cause confusion and chaos. 126 
 
As Abiy indicated to the Congress, his growing support and emphasis on 
òEthiopiawinetó posed an alternative to the TPLFõs version of the EPRDF, the 
developmental state and the federal structure. Abiy countered the TPLF insistence 
that this threatened the very concept of a federal state by accepting, if under 
pressure and reluctantly, the Sidama demand for their own state, allowing a 
referendum which voted overwhelmingly for it, in November 2019. It had the 
unwelcome result of encouraging a number of other groups in the southern region to 
consider making their own claims for statehood which Abiy had tended t o ignore. 
 
Despite the failure of the EPRDF to consider a merger in 2018, Abiy pressed ahead 
with his plans both for bring the four EPRDF parties into one and to add the ruling 
parties of the remaining regional states, the five associate parties, previously 
identified by the EPRDF as failing to reach the right level of development for 

 
125 https://ecadforum.com/2019/10/20/eprdf -denounces-tplfs -stance-over-unified -party/  
126 Abiy speech to PP officials, 8.10.2020 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4DClE 6GRQs&feature=youtu.be (Amharic)  

https://ecadforum.com/2019/10/20/eprdf-denounces-tplfs-stance-over-unified-party/
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incorporation in the Front, a status all five resented. 127 In November 2019, a meeting 
of the EPRDF Council, boycotted by the TPLF but attended by the other three 
EPRDF parties, Oromo, Amhara and Southern, agreed to disband the EPRDF and 
merge in a new Prosperity Party. 128 After the three parties agreed to the change, the 
five EPRDF-associated ruling regional state parties also agreed to join the Prosperity 
Party (PP), which automatically controlled the Federal House of Peopleõs 
Representatives and all the regional states with the exception of Tigray. Each of the 
eight parties, became branches of the PP, contributing members to its central 
committee, and to an Executive Committee of 52.  The NEBE quickly gave the party 
a certificate of registration, though its structure and by -laws were still unclear.  
 
Abiy argued that what he proposed to call the Prosperity Party (PP) would 
strengthen national unity and minimize ethnicity. 129 It also offered the best prospect 
of ensuring his own position in the face of growing discontent among his former 
Oromo base. He was careful to continue to claim to support the concept of 
federalism, if not the ethnic variety, but the PP clearly endorsed th e concept of 
Ethiopiawinet (unity) which had in effect been side -lined by the ERPDF in the 
constitution of 1995. With membership drawn directly from the former EPRDF 
parties, minus the TPLF, and from the former associated parties, the new party 
automatical ly acquired a membership base of several million members, quite 
sufficient to win any election.  
 
The TPLF opposed the creation of the PP, and refused to join, arguing that it was a 
clear rejection of the federal principle. It also questioned, with some ju stice, the 
technical legality of the move.130 Under EPRDF concept of òdemocratic centralismó 
full agreement from the four parties within EPRDF was necessary for such changes. 
The TPLF was not alone in its concerns, and leading figures in other parties also 
abstained from supporting the move, including one of Abiyõs key allies, Lemma 
Megersa, the then Minister of Defence and former president of Oromia, and Muferiat 
Kamil, chair of the Southern party and Minister of Peace. Lemma has since lost his 
job though M uferiat remains in office. Both the Oromo and Southern parties of the 
EPRDF were in fact divided on the timing of the changes though not on the need for 
replacing the EPRDF. Others argued that Abiy should have acquired a new mandate 
via an election before creating a new ruling party out of the òthree of the four 
components of a delegitimized and decaying EPRDFó. 
 

 
127 Afar National Democratic Party (ANDP), Benishangul -Gumuz Democratic Party (BDP), Gambella Peopleõs Democratic 
Movement (GPDM), Harari National League (HNL) and Somali Democratic Party (SDP).  
128 The TPLF argued that the dissolution of the EPRDF was illegal as it had not been agreed by all elements of the Front as 
required in its statutes. It also said any merger of parties required a common program, and this had not been provided, nor h ad 
any by-laws. There was, therefore no indication of the relationship between and among members.  
129 The name appears to be drawn from the controversial Evangelical prosperity theology, (the prosperity gospel) which 
essentially equates riches with virtue, holding that financial blessing and physical well -being are the will of God for a person, 
and that faith , positive speech, and donations to religious causes, will increase one's material wealth. With faith, God will 
deliver security and prosperity. It also emphasises personal empowerment. Christians are entitled to well -being, interpreted as 
physical health and economic prosperity. Positive confession allows Christians to exercise control over their own  souls and 
over material objects around them. Prosperity churches encourage people to "live without limitsó, and cultivate optimism 
about their lives..  
130 https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2020/12/18/the -war -on-tigray -a-multi -pronged-assault-driven -by-genocidal-
undercurrents/  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Faith_in_Christianity
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The PP claims to a national party designed to abandon the ethnic element, and as a 
national non-ethnic-based party, to be inclusive, representing all communities; it 
uses Amharic, Afan Oromo, Tigrigna, Somali and Afar as working languages. 
Equally, Abiy told the PP assembly last year: òOur party believes the federal system 
is viable, beneficial and conducive for Ethiopia éOur commitment is to build a true, 
strong, and democratic federal system; rather than dissolving a system, we are 
building it better and implementing [it].ó Indeed, since the members of the former 
all-ethnic parties provide most/all members of the PP chapters in their region , 
ethnicity by default remains a central feature, with party branches in each region 
being largely drawn from the region.  
 
It is, in fact, difficult to see how far the different Prosperity Party branches will be 
able to reach consensus on ethnic issues, and the problems have already been 
apparent. They include Amhara expectation of retaining control of western Tigray, 
despite demands from the interim Tigray administration now being set up in 
Mekelle for the return of some areas now under Amhara administration. The  
respective Oromo and Amhara party branches are at odds over the future of Addis 
Ababa as a separate entity as the Amhara Prosperity Party insists, or whether it 
should in effect become Finfine, the capital of the Oromo region. Failing any change 
in Addis Ababaõs status, both have an interest in controlling the city.  
 
Both of these branches of the PP have already expressed concern over the security of 
their respective populations in each otherõs region, and as one observer puts it: òThe 
differences in historical narratives that the elites from the two parties display in 
public to rile up their base is poisoning the politicsó.131 In March 2021, the Amhara 
and Oromia regional state chapters disagreed sharply over who might be 
responsible for an outbreak of violence in the Oromo Special Zone and North Shewa 
Zone of the Amhara regional state. The Amhara PP chapter accused the OLF-Shene, 
and the TPLF, as being behind the clashes, and repeated its assertions after the 
Oromo-PP released a statement blaming the members of the Amhara Special 
Forces.132  
 
In October 2020, effectively the first anniversary of the Prosperity Party, Abiy told 
party members that the party was making a real effort to provide a genuine response 
to the demand for nations and nationalities to administer themselves as well as 
allow people to exercise democracy. Previous parties, he said, suffered from the 
disease of conspiracy, power struggles and personal benefit. The PP was different. It 
supported the ideas he himself had laid out in his inaugural speech as Prime 
Minister: unity in diversity, need to restore justice, diaspora to cooperate, peace with 
Eritrea, youth pa rticipation, the genuine equality of women, press freedom, and 
democracy. The government, he said, had taken fast and bold decisions to deal with 
these and other issues including the poor state of the economy, falling exports, 
problems with GERD. One tangible action was the creation of the Prosperity Party to 

 
131 Tsedale Lemma, Sunday Thoughts 2, 14.3.2021 
132 https://addisstandard.com/news -amhara-oromia -pp-engage-in -war-of-words -as-relative -peace-returns -to-violence -hit -
areas/ 

https://www.facebook.com/tsedale.lemma?__cft__%5B0%5D=AZUGPN5-UG_jmRISZYShNp9fkDkgSD3nQqWzNeKHZhtq75Ov-UuTvpS5J-SIBJdUh0WZfJuk2QtKYq4vW5_OqiwowOmfk7XBTM4i-erp5f5f_qJ7XSl_K_2eS85LpVD6E8M&__tn__=-UC%2CP-R
https://addisstandard.com/news-amhara-oromia-pp-engage-in-war-of-words-as-relative-peace-returns-to-violence-hit-areas/
https://addisstandard.com/news-amhara-oromia-pp-engage-in-war-of-words-as-relative-peace-returns-to-violence-hit-areas/
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implement the ideas of his philosophy of Medemer, òdesigned to find a national 
solution to national problems.ó 133 

 
In his acceptance speech for the 2019 Nobel Peace Prize, Abiy offered a definition of 
Medemer: òMedemer, an Amharic word, signifies synergy, convergence, and 
teamwork for a common destiny. It is a home -grown idea that is reflected in our 
political, social,  and economic life. Iõd like to think of ôMedemerõ as a social compact 
for Ethiopians to build a just, egalitarian, democratic, and humane society by pulling 
together our resources for our collective survival and prosperityéAt its core, 
Medemer is a covenant of peace that seeks unity in our common humanityó. Synergy 
in this context also meant òcooperation and collaboration to achieve an enhanced 
effect, [allowing] us to act synergistically to ensure a prosperous Ethiopia that 
provides for all its citizens.ó 134 
 
Abiy told the party members that the PP accepts the superiority of ideas over force, a 
positive -sum game, not a zero-sum game. It claims its approach can be summed up 
by several characteristics: a unique vision of prosperity, political, economic and 
social prosperity, to lift Ethiopia out of its present poverty, dealing with the 
problems of class, nations and democracy through application of Medemer, that is: 
òhome grown thought and knowledge, the only way possible to solve existing 
problemsó. Ethnic identity, language, culture were all necessary and should not be 
any threat to national identity; they work together building a country while 
maintaining their own identities. The party recognizes both those who supported 
individual rights and those who sup port group rights. There should be a balance 
between the private sector and government intervention; centrist politics offer a 
unique place in the political history of the country. The Prosperity Party also offers 
continuity of generation which neither the  TPLF nor the OLF were able to do. It has 
embraced youth and the concept that new generations mean new ideas. Its system is 
adaptive, not robust, nor violent.  
 
Elections and the Electoral Process 
 
From the outset, Abiy has repeatedly promised to hold free and fair elections for 
both the Federal House of Peopleõs Representatives and for regional state councils, a 
promise repeated by the now ruling Prosperity Party on several occasions since its 
foundation in December 2019. One of Abiyõs major reforms was reorganizing and 
restructuring the National Election Board of Ethiopia (NEBE) as an independent 
body reporting to the House of Peopleõs Representatives, in June 2019. On the 
recommendation of the Prime Minister, a former opponent of the TPLF, Birkutan 
Medikssa, recalled from exile, was appointed to head the restructured Board. 
 
The elections were originally due to be held in May 2020 but the timescale became 
impossible after the Prosperity Party was founded in December 2019. On security 

 
133 Abiy speech to PP officials, 8.10.2020 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4DClE6GRQs&feature=youtu.be (Amharic)  
134 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jESA8MLAuCw   
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grounds, the NEBE postponed the date to August 2020. This was reluctantly 
accepted by opposition parties as the date still fell within the theoretical five -year 
mandate of the parliament and of the Prime Ministerial term of office which was due 
to run out in October 2020. Another postponement to October 5, 2021, however, 
moved it outside the constitutional time -frame. This time the reason given was the 
problems posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, but it was widely believed to relate to 
the need for a longer period needed to organise the Prosperity Party,  
 
The decision was authorised by parliament, which thereby extended its own term, 
but the TPLF was quick to claim this was not authorised by the constitution. The 
added delay also gave the TPLF an opportunity to hold its own state elections before 
the deadline and claim a legitimacy that it argued the Prime Minister and the 
Prosperity Party no longer could have after October 2020. Although the National 
Election Board declared any separate Tigray election would be illegal, the TPLF 
went  ahead with its own regional state council election in Tigray in September, 
winning 98% of the vote. The House of Federation, the Upper House of Parliament, 
and the guardian of constitutional issues, also declared the TPLF elections 
unconstitutional. The N ational Election Board promptly declared this meant the 
TPLF would be unable to participate in the June election. That decision was 
underlined by the war in November and the subsequent security issues. No realistic 
Tigrean involvement in any government org anised election is possible, though the 
NEBE has registered some Tigrayan parties opposed to the TPLF, and the Prosperity 
Party itself claims to have a Tigrayan branch.  
 
Despite its short life, the Prosperity Party has all possible advantages in the elections. 
With its membership including the former ruling parties in every regional state, with 
the exception of Tigray, it should easily win all the regional state councils as well as 
the Federal election. It is the only party capable of putting up candidates  in all  
constituencies. No other party is putting up candidates in all constituencies. The 
nearest is Ethiopian Citizens for Social Justice (EZEMA) which has announced plans 
to field candidates in 435/547 constituencies. Control of government allows its 
officials to use public investment to boost their campaign, placing schools, hospitals, 
roads, irrigation facilities and any public works projects where  they can most benefit 
the party. These financial benefits are underlined by the Prime Minister hosting 5 - 
and 10-million -birr dinners for business leaders. How funds are raised and who 
provides them could in theory be an issue, but it is not one that appears to trouble 
the party leader. Abiy told Parliament last October that MPs should not and could 
not call him to account over donations made to him personally and that they had no 
right to question him over where he obtained funds or how he spent them.  
The current security situation with substantial areas of the country under Command 
Post, military, control also benefits the PP as the arm of government, making it 
difficult if not impossible for opposition candidates to open party offices, recruit 
candidates, or run election campaigns. It has the freedom to use public media at will, 
and can and does deny their use to opposition parties, despite the various 
agreements over the use of the media. It also has the support of notionally 
independent media like the Fana Broadcasting Corporation and Walta. Given the 

https://ethzema.org/?fbclid=IwAR33FTGtoe4MAwL-GTOp6KtYT5EyRL5mkAkiSKhL1et1kM5LwtUDbp7QwVg
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government and Abiyõs increasingly negative attitude towards critical reporting as 
shown in Tigray, private media has been more and more careful to self-censor 
material. 
 
Oromo nationalists, who originally supported Abiy in 2018 with great expectations 
that he would, as an Oromo, respond positively to their demands, were already 
becoming concerned about the direction of policy by early 2019. He made a 
substantial number of Oromo appointments after taking off ice but little effort to 
respond to more serious demands, such as giving Afaan Oromo the same status as 
Amharic, more autonomy to the Oromo region or reconsidering the status of Addis 
Ababa or giving the Oromo region more autonomy. His moves towards postpo ning 
the election and creating a single national party were seen as threatening to Oromo 
opposition parties which remain supportive of the concept of an Oromo region. The 
Oromo Federal Congress (OFC), the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) and activists like 
Jawar Mohammed consider an active federation with ethnic regional parties a 
necessity to protect and expand Oromo rights. Jawar, the founder of the Oromo 
Media Network, and originally a supporter of Abiy, finally joined the OFC after the 
creation of the Prosperity Party in 2019. 
 
The breaking point between Abiy and the Oromo ethno -nationalists, who had 
originally supported him in ousting the TPLF, came in mid -2020 after the killing of a 
popular Oromo singer, Hachalu Hundessa, on June 29.135 His death led to a wave of 
violence in a number of towns as well as an inappropriate dispute over where the 
body should be buried. Abiy blamed domestic and foreign enemies, and a 
Prosperity Party Oromia branch spokesperson said the TPLF funded and worked 
with Jawar and the OLF to plan Hachaluõs killing and destruction in towns in order 
to spark religious and ethnic violence which would lead to a security collapse. The 
Oromo regional government claimed 167 people were killed and more than 10,000 
displaced in the subsequent demonstrations. A report, issued on January 1, 2021, by 
the Ethiopian Human Rights Commission (EHRC), however, concluded that  123 
people had been killed, more than half (76) by government security forces, 35 by 
individuals and groups, and 12 as a result of explosions or similar incidents. Its 59-
page report, drafted after visits to forty towns, concluded: òThe findings show that 
the attacks meet the elements of a crime against humanity with large numbers of 
people, organized in groups, having selected their victims on the basis of their 
ethnicity or religion when conducting a widespread and systematic attack in several 
different areas over the three days.ó136 
 
Abiy took the opportunity of Hachaluõs death and the violence to arrest a swathe of  
opposition leaders, including Jawar Mohammed, and leading members of both the 
OFC and OLF, accusing them of inciting, orchestrating or organi sing the violence. 
Charges against Jawar also included the surprising allegation that he had been 

 
135 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world -africa-53238206 
136 https://www. thereporterethiopia.com/article/crimes -against-humanity -committed -wake-hachalus-death-commission-says 
.   https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fdrive.google.com%2Ffile%2Fd%2F1oGkx -
fFhTX_9AHoIzjj8KwIeWpyPZu5O%2Fview%3Fusp=sharing%26fbclid=IwA R3tGVRIiaIhq5KM3u9T13CO7yLD9k0xEwzfDAV
q4vVB12Hkbhuwsl9TY4Q&h=AT1p0gKstGvluKSwvXTAoSyRB0wiavwFilJkJzdBh  1.1.2021 
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training terrorists in Egypt in order to assassinate Orthodox Christian priests, 
potentially increasing religious tensions. The government closed down Jawarõs 
Oromo Media Network, shut down the Internet for three weeks and ove r the 
following month detained more than 9,000 people in Oromia. It announced more 
than 4,000 people would be prosecuted for the violence, including 1,200 regional 
officia ls for allegedly failing to discharge their responsibilities and 500 government 
employees for participation. A month later, a meeting of the Prosperity Party Oromo 
branch, suspended several leading figures including ex-Oromia president Lemma 
Mergessa, a former ally of Abiy, and the ex -mayor of Shashemene Teyba Hassen, 
accusing them of failure to discharge their duties. 137 It was hardly a surprise when , 
in March, the OFC and OLF decided not to participate in the election in June.  
Arrests have not been confined to Oromo politicians, they have also included 
Amhara ethno-nationalists and other politicians among them the founder and 
former president of the Ethiopian Democratic Party (EDP), Lidetu Ayalew, who was 
also arrested in July 2020, accused of coordinating and financially supporting 
disturbances in Bishoftu. Eskinder Nega, founder of the Balderas for True 
Democracy Party, was also arrested a day or two after Hachaluõs death along with 
six other members of his party, charged with trying to incite ethnic and religious 
violence, including the training of a terror group to assassinate the former acting 
Addis Ababa mayor and take power in the capital. Balderas supports a self -
governing, multi -ethnic Addis Ababa. Eskinder was also accused of telling people 
that with the election postponed Abiyõs government would no longer be a legitimate 
government. 138 
 
There are numerous other issues that will affect the electoral processes besides 
security, the arrests of opposition leaders or the withdrawal of the two major Oromo 
opposition parties. Among the  problems apparent at local level in the elections of 
2010 and 2015 was the lack of distinction between ruling party and administrative 
officials at kebele (local) or woreda (district)  level, with obvious effect on registration 
of voters, campaigning or of polling stations very few of which had observers. In 
2010, for example,170 observers visited 815 out of the 43,500 polling stations to 
observe voting and counting. In previous elections, state resources have commonly 
been used for ruling party campaigning; and opposition candidates routinely 
prevented from campaigning, subjected to arbitrary arrest, and other forms of 
harassment. The Prosperity Party includes the former members of the EPRDF or of 
its affiliated part ies whose previous electoral behaviour was marked by intimidation 
and obstruction if not outright fraud. How far, as rebranded members of the 
Prosperity Party, they have changed their attitude is unclear, but almost all parties 
certainly suffer from poor o rganisation.  
 
The lack of security, currently widespread, also benefits the PP as the arm of 
government. The creation of Command Posts, equivalent to imposing a state of 
emergency, which now cover around a third of the country, coupled with the arrest 

 
137 https://www.horndaily.com/20 20/08/10/breaking -news-lemma-megersa-suspended-from -prosperity -party/  
138 Leul Estifanos, Ethiopian opposition leader Eskinder Nega charged with terror plot to kill ex -Addis Ababa mayor, Ethiopian 
Insight, 20.9.2021 
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of leading political figures, closure of opposition branch offices and bans on 
meetings, makes it clear there will be no provision of a level playing field. This has 
been particularly apparent in the Oromo region, and Tigray, of course, is now 
effectively out side the whole process.  
The final step in ensuring a victory for the PP has been extensive detention of 
political leaders from major opposition parties, notably the Oromo Federalist 
Congress, the Oromo Liberation Front and Baldaras for Genuine Democracy, and in 
a practical sense preventing them from any realistic participation. In March, 2021, 
the OLF, which earlier complained its own branch offices had been closed and its 
headquarters put under surveillance, announced it  now felt unable to take part in 
the elections. The Oromo Federal Congress made a similar decision. The PP will face 
little or no opposition through out the Oromia regional state.  
 
The continuing political and security operations in Tigray and elsewhere and the 
jailing of opposition political leaders may guarantee a total victory for the ruling 
Prosperity Party in an election in June. It will not prov ide any realistic vote, any 
confidence in his version of democracy or of his Medemer philosophy, nor will it offer 
the legitimacy or the mandate that Abiy and his PP government need to have.  
Military and Intelligence changes 
 
From the start of his premiership, one of the areas of governance that most 
concerned Prime Minister Abiy was the possibility of Tigrean control of the ôdeep 
stateõ, and specifically of the military and security aspects. He himself had, of course, 
been a member of the army, reaching the rank of colonel, and involved in the setting 
up of the Information Network Security Agency (INSA), of which he was acting 
director for two years. He was very aware of the ramifications of security links 
across all levels of government and administration. 139 
 
Restructuring the ôdeep stateõ was a priority from Abiyõs point of view, and he 
launched the process on 7 June 2018 when General Samora Yunis, a Tigrayan who 
rose to be the Army Chief of Staff, and another Tigrayan, Getachew Assefa, Director 
of the National Intelligence and Security Service (NISS), were both abruptly 
removed from office. General Samora, who had tried to resign a year or two earlier, 
accepted the decision and was retired with honour. Getachew a member of the TPLF 
Executive commit tee, as well as the long-time director of the NISS, 140 was 
òunhappyó and according to the Prime Minister immediately retired to Tigray, 
taking with him quantities of surveillance and military equipment. Getachew, later 
complained he had heard about his dismissal on the media. It had, however, been 
widely expected. Two weeks later, there was an apparent assassination attempt 
during a mass rally in Addis Ababa (June 23) when a grenade exploded and several 
people were killed just after Abiy had left the podium . Abiy blamed the security 
services, and Getachew was accused of being responsible. When a warrant was later 
issued for his arrest, the authorities in Tigray declined to send him back to Addis 
Ababa. 

 
139 file:///Dawit Endeshaw/ The rise of Abiy òAbiyotó Ahmed, The Reporter 31.3.2018  
140 INSA, set up in 2011 took over surveillance and the censorship of Internet traffic from the NISS 

http://oromoliberationfront.org/english/olf-statement-on-national-election-and-current-crises-of-federal-democratic-republic/
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The government launched an investigation into the incid ent and the first results 
became public in November. Attorney -General Berhanu Tsegaye said on November 
12 that 36 people had been arrested from the NISS and the Prison Service, for human 
rightsõ violations, including an ex-deputy head of the NISS and former Federal 
Police Commissioner, Yared Zerihun. 141 In addition to the arrests, Abiy took the 
opportunity to make widespread changes in the senior ranks of the NISS, and INSA 
and in the Federal police, financial intelligence and defence institutions. He said all, 
had fallen under control of òindividuals and familiesó, by implication all Tigrayans.  
The Attorney -Generalõs investigation had also covered the issue of corruption in the 
military -industrial complex, METEC. 142 And in November, he also announced 
another 27 arrests for corruption. Those detained included the former head of 
METEC, Major-General Kinfe Dagnew who had resigned some months earlier.   
 
A government produced documentary on METECõs embezzlement and 
mismanagement, assuming General Kinfeõs guilt, was put out on TV the day after 
the generalõs arrest. The documentary raised allegations over the trading of arms 
between Iran and Somalia a few years earlier, irregular procurement procedures 
with inflated prices, including the acquisition of five aircraft, four of which were 
subsequently scrapped. Commentators were concerned that the way the arrests were 
handled and the Attorney Generalõs statements amounted to a trial by media, 
rendering a fair trial impossible: òThe documentary regarding embezzlement and 
mismanagement by METEC that was aired by the state broadcaster the day after the 
arrest of its former boss puts in jeopardy the constitutional right to the presumption 
of innocence.ó 143 
 
The TPLF, however reluctantly, had accepted the actuality of proceedings against 
human rights abuse and corruption, but it was less than happy over the way these 
were being carried out. A day after the Attorney Generalõs announcement, it issued a 
statement emphasizing that the rule of law should be respected. However, it also 
thought it necessary to underline that those responsible for corrupt practices came 
from the EPRDF in general, not just the TPLF, and from government as a whole. It 
was deeply concerned by the way General Kinfeõs arrest was shown on television 
with attendant government media comments assuming his guilt.  
 
The TPLF saw the apparent concentration on Tigrayans as a warning. There had 
been earlier efforts to move against corrupt officials and business associates under 
Abiyõs predecessor, Hailemariam Dessalegn, with no apparent emphasis on 
Tigrayans, but most of those detained then had been released in the wide-ranging 

 
141 William Davison, Hayel om Tewelde: Abiy attacks impunity as MetEC and NISS officials held for graft and torture.  
Ethiopian Insight, 15.11.2018.  
https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2018/11/15/abiy -attacks-impunity -as-metec-and-niss-officials -held-for -graft-and-torture /  
142 METEC was a conglomerate set up in 2010 bringing together nine defence industry businesses in a state-owned military -
industrial complex , grouping Defence Ministry businesses and related spare-part, vehicle and engineering companies, 
eventually i ncorporating over 70. with the aim to concentrate and improve Ethiopiaõs engineering capacity. It was headed by 
senior officers from Tigray.  
143 Ethiopian Insight 15.11.2018.   https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2018/11/15/abiy -attacks-impunity -as-metec-and-niss-
officials -held-for -graft -and-torture /  

https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2018/11/15/abiy-attacks-impunity-as-metec-and-niss-officials-held-for-graft-and-torture/
https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2018/11/15/abiy-attacks-impunity-as-metec-and-niss-officials-held-for-graft-and-torture/
https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2018/11/15/abiy-attacks-impunity-as-metec-and-niss-officials-held-for-graft-and-torture/
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amnesty after Abiy took office. This time, there was no doubt that Tigrayans were in 
the frame, 144 and the arrests were seen as politicizing the issue of corruption. They 
may have reinforced Abiyõs reform credentials, but they increased concerns in 
Mekelle over the aims of the Prime Minister. Former Communications Minister, 
Getachew Reda, said the it looked as if only Tigrayan leaders were responsible for 
past abuses under the ruling coalition. He thought Tigrayans were being turned into 
scapegoats. The President of Tigray, Debretsion Gebremichael declared the 
investigations and arrests, particularly that of General Kinfe, were politically 
motivated, and Tigrayans were being disproportionally targeted. In fact, the political 
nature of the charges was reinforced in February this year, when the government 
dropped charges against METEC officials and others accused of corruption or 
charged with human rights abuse - in order to  òbroaden national understanding.ó  
A central focus of Abiyõs changes in the military was to alter the balance of 
perceived ethnic authority and control in the Ethiopian National Defence Force 
(ENDF). Critics of the TPLF had long maintained the senior ranks of the armed 
forces were almost exclusively Tigrayan, even claiming they made up over 90% of 
senior officers. While this might have been true in 1991, it was a considerable 
exaggeration by 2018 when only 50% or so of those holding the rank of Brigadier-
General or above were from Tigray; the figure f or majors and colonels was under 
60%, and the numbers were falling steadily, though certainly still disproportionate. 
According to Abiy, percentages for other areas of command were significantly 
higher, including 80% of the senior posts within the Ministry  of Defence, and most 
of the training and logistical institutions as well as all six sector commanders and 
deputy commanders. 145 The Prime Minister claimed army training had been tied to 
identifying the army as the vanguard of the EPRDF and defending the partyõs 
revolutionary democracy rather than Ethiopia, though this, at least in theory, 
represented a substantial change from earlier practice. General Tsadkan 
Gebretensae, a former army Chief of Staff (1994-2001) and all members of the armed 
forces were required by the Constitution in 1995 to resign from any political party or 
to leave the military, and did so.   
 
Changes in 2018 included an extensive series of retirements and promotions aiming 
to balance senior positions between Amhara, Oromo, Tigrayans and Southerners, the 
areas represented by the four parties of the EPRDF, and to limit the Tigrayan 
element within the mechanized forces to 50%. Other measures reorganised the 
management structures to limit the number of representatives of any ethnicity at 
every level of command. Training was reorganised to ensure the army should think 
of itself as an Ethiopiawinet army, entirely separate from political divisions or and 
political parties.  
 
In addition to the changes in senior personnel and a reduction of the numbers of 

 
144 The pattern of the arrests suggested the government was trying to split the TPLF, to take advantage of divisions within the 
organization, representing different military and political elements. There were claims that some of the information about 
corruption in METEC was provided by an anti -military group led by Getachew Assefa and one -time TPLF leader, Sebhat Nega. 
These divisions, which included reformist and non -reformist factions, had interfered with TPLF efforts to reform itself in 2017 -
2018, and also hindered TPLF attempts to produce a coherent response to Abiyõs moves against it in 2018.  

 
145 Abiy: Speech to Parliament 30.11.2020 op.cit. 
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Tigrayan elements in various units, following the assassination attempt on June 23, 
Abiy also created his own Republican Guard. This was a substantially expanded 
version of the ôAgaziõ brigade created by Meles which acted both as a guard unit for 
government offices and senior officials, and as a security strike force. It was reputed 
to be a wholly Tigrayan unit though its last commander was in fact an Oromo. The 
government also made what the Prime Minister later described as a òhuge effortó to 
expand the army, launching a major recruiting drive in early 2019. A commission 
headed by Deputy Prime Minister, Demeke Mekonnen (Amhara), and his then 
security adviser, Abadula Gemeda, (Oromo) was set up to oversee the military and 
security reforms. Lt -General Mola Hailemariam , (Tigrayan) took control of the 
Federal Special Forces, overseeing the replacement of the Agazi brigade by the new 
Revolutionary Guard.  
 
As part of the reconstruction, Abiy disbanded two of the six regional commands, 
those based at Enda Selassie in northern western Tigray and at Semere in the Afar 
regional state. These along with the Northern Command in Mekelle were part of the 
governmentõs anti-Eritrean strategy which became outdated with the Peace Accord 
with Eritrea signed in July 2018. The four remaining commands were the Northern 
Command still based at Mekelle; the Central /South Command, previously based at 
Hawassa, moved to Addis Ababa; Western Command, previously at Bahir in 
Amhara region, moved to Lekemte in western Oromia; and the Eastern Command at 
Harar/Jijiga. The number of commands was again increased to six again just prior to 
the outbreak of conflict in Tigray as part of the governmentõs preparations for its 
attack   
 
Other changes were made in the air force, which the Prime Minister said needed to 
be revived. He also acquired a number of drones, later explaining that this was done 
in secret, and the necessary training as well as the number and deployment was kept 
from the TPLF. Drones played an important role in the conflict in November, their 
use apparently taking the Tigrayan forces by surprise. There was speculation that 
the drones used in Tigray were supplied by the UAE from its base at Assab in 
Eritrea. Given the alliance with Eritrea, this is highly plausible. 146  
 
Although he was prepared to use Tigrayan officers, such as General Seare, Chief of 
Staff 2018-2019) or General Molla, whose loyalty Abiy felt was reliable, all these 
changes in the military hierarchy, the restructuring of units, expanded recruitment 
and acquisition of drones as well as of new equipment, certainly suggest the Prime 
Minister saw a need to neutrali se the Tigrayan element in the army as a matter of 
urgent necessity, suggesting anticipation of conflict with the TPLF.  
 
3.3 An inexorable drive towards conflict 2018 -2020 
  

 
146 Equally, the ENDF could also have acquired drones from China or Israel. It might also have acquired some drones earlier 
from the US which was using them in Somalia operating out of a base at Arbaminch in southern Ethiopia.  See: 
https://www.youuav.com/news/detail/202012/46513.html  
https://www.eepa.be/wp -content/uploads/2020/11/Situation -Report-EEPA-Horn -No.-64-23-January-2021.pdf 

 

https://www.youuav.com/news/detail/202012/46513.html
https://www.eepa.be/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Situation-Report-EEPA-Horn-No.-64-23-January-2021.pdf
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Both the Prime Minister and the TPLF blame the other for the steady advance 
towards war in November 2020, and, as noted, they have produced very different 
narratives to assign culpability. Itõs symptomatic of their dysfunctional relationship 
that that both  sides have claimed they made every effort to avoid conflict and 
encourage reconciliation. Neither claim is realistic.  
  
Prime Minister Abiy, of course, came to power as the result of an Oromo-Amhara 
alliance within the EPRDF to oust the TPLF from control of the Front and of the 
Federal government. This was never more than a tactical alliance between two 
parties with very different political aims and an equal desire for power, and its 
fundamental instability seemingly left Abiy vulnerable to TPLF efforts to  restore 
their position within the EPRDF. This at least seems to have been one of his major 
concerns from the beginning of his premiership.  
 
Certainly, it might be expected that the TPLF would be concerned, though hardly 
surprised, by the loss of control of the EPRDF and loss of positions in federal 
government. The Front was in disarray and the TPLF itself was divided. The 
proposed changes in social or economic affairs offered in Abiyõs reform agenda little 
that was unexpected as almost all the proposed reforms had already been suggested, 
or considered by the EPRDF or Abiyõs predecessor Hailemariam during his time in 
office. More worrying was the stress on total TPLF responsibility for all the problems 
of the past and for the excesses of an autocratic and repressive EPRDF government, 
and the apparent intent to make it the scapegoat for past abuses. This indeed 
encouraged many TPLF leaders to withdraw to Mekelle, the capital of the region, 
and keep out of harmõs way. Additional concern developed over Abiyõs avowed aim 
to replace the EPRDF by a single party and by his moves towards a more centrist, 
less federal approach, to government. The methodology employed by Abiy allowed 
the TPLF to complain that he was bypassing the EPRDF and even Parliament, but its 
fail ure to understand how far its years in government had exasperated other parties, 
meant it was unable to gather the necessary support to oppose him effectively. The 
TPLF also seriously under-estimated how far Abiy was prepared to go to ensure it 
could no longer pose any threat.  
 
This, indeed, only became apparent when the Eritrean army began to pour into 
Tigray in mid -November 2020, though the TPLF worries stemmed from the Peace 
Accord with Eritrea that Abiy signed in July 2018. EPRDF policies towards Eritrea 
were of the most direct relevance to Tigray regional state as it has a thousand-
kilometre -long border with Eritrea. It was the region most affected by the 1998-2000 
Eritrea-Ethiopia war and by the ôno war, no peaceõ scenario that followed Ethiopiaõs 
victory and the decisions of the Border Commission in 2002 which Ethiopia failed to 
accept. This led to a series of cross-border incursions, with both sides claiming to be 
responding to provocation by the other, numerous kidnapping raids from Eritrea, 
and an endless flow of refugees fleeing from national conscription in Eritrea. The 
closure of the border affected the economic status of the communities on both sides. 
On the wider level, the TPLF-dominated Ethiopian government in the mid -2000s 
had made a determined, and largely successful, if much resented, effort to contain 
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and isolate President Isaias and Eritrea. 147 Indeed, as has become clear more 
recently, this seems to have contributed to Isaiasõs determination to destroy the 
TPLF and indeed Tigray region itself, although enmity b etween the TPLF and 
Isaiasõs party can be traced back to the 1970õs. It would appear likely to have 
provided a significant element in his long -standing determination that the future of 
Eritrea required either a collapsed Ethiopia or an Ethiopia in which he  could play the 
major role. In these circumstances, the TPLF believed changing policy over Eritrea 
certainly demanded some TPLF input, and consideration of what other changes in 
foreign policy might result.   
For Abiy, the TPLF were always going to be a potential threat to his ambitions, both 
personal and governmental, once these became clear. Even after the TPLF members 
of the EPRDF Council had all voted for him as Chair of the Front (and therefore as 
Prime Minister) and the effort of the TPLF Chair, Debre tsion, to become deputy 
leader had been a comprehensive failure, Abiy remained highly suspicious of any 
Tigrayan presence in government and in the upper ranks of the military and security 
services. This suspicion continued even after many of the TPLF leaders retired to 
Mekelle. They, in fact, appeared to be concerned that they might be caught up in 
Abiyõs anti-corruption investigations into the previous government. Abiy said later 
that after he became prime minister, the TPLF-headed NISS had posted snipers on 
buildings to demonstrate its ability to remove him if necessary.  148 Indeed, he 
appeared to believe that conflict was inevitable from the time he became prime 
minister.  
 
One major area of disagreement revolved around the future of the EPRDF and the 
way  Abiy carried out its replacement by his Prosperity Party. This ignored EPRDF 
party protocols and regulations, through his habitual practice of taking apparently 
ad hoc decisions without consultation and certainly without thinking through the 
possible consequences. The determination to delay elections past the original date of 
his mandate as prime minister may, however, have been calculated. It led the TPLF 
into holding its own regional election and set off a series of activities that provided 
Abiy with an excuse for taking action over what he would claim were treasonable 
activities that could be portrayed as a betrayal of the TPLFõs relationship with the 
ENDF.  
 
The postponement of the elections was a decision that had an immediate effect on 
relations between the Federal government and the TPLF. In June 2019, the NEBE had 
warned that insecurity which had displaced 2.4 million people (UN figures) could 
delay the May 2020 election. A national census had already been postponed twice. 
Political figures reacted negatively to the idea. OFC Chair, Merara Gudina said any 
postponement would anger the public; Debretsion Gebremichael, TPLF chair 
warned postponement could have ògrave consequencesó as not holding the election 
on time was unconstitutional, adding òIt means the Ethiopia government after 2020 
[would be] illegitimate.ó The House of Representatives, however, approved 

 
147 See: Redie Bereketeab, òThe Eritrea-Ethiopia Conflict and the Algiers Agreement: Eritreaõs Road to isolationó. In Eritreaõs 
External Relations: Understanding its Regional Role and Foreign Policy, ~Ed. Richard Read. London, Chatham House, 2009 
148 Abiy. Speech to Parliament op.cit  
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postponement until August  2020 despite opposition protests. And Abiy issued stern 
warnings against anyone planning to be involved in òIllegal political activities and 
acts threatening to violate the constitution and constitutional order in Ethiopia.ó The 
government, he said, would do anything necessary to protect the safety of the 
country.  
 
A few months later, in March 2020, the National Electoral Board of Ethiopia (NEBE) 
said it would be unable to run the election in August because of the impact of the 
Covid -19 pandemic, and this also precluded setting another date. In June, the House 
of Federation considered the issue and formally extended the term of office of the 
federal and regional governments, and therefore of parliament also, up to nine to 
twelve months after the Ministry of Health considered the pandemic sufficiently 
under control. A date of June 2021 was fixed subsequently. The TPLF claimed the 
postponement of the election was no more than a government effort to prolong its 
term of office to strengthen the Prosperity Partyõs position before any election. It 
denounced the decision as unconstitutional for extended the government and 
parliament beyond their five -year mandates, due to end on October 5, 2020. 
Provocatively, it then announced that to avoid any violation of the time -frame and 
keep within the constitution, it would carry out its own regional election at the 
beginning of September which it did despite warnings by the House of Federation 
and the NEBE that this would be illegal. As expected, it won an overwhelming 98% 
of the vote, not least because by then it was able to call on a rising surge of Tigrayan 
nationalism in the face of Federal government actions.  
 
Following the Tigrayan regional vote, the two sides then indulged in a series of tit -
for -tat declarations, steadily ratcheting up the tension. The House of Federation 
declared the Tigray vote illegal; and the TPLF, in turn, declared the government in 
Addis  Ababa illegitimate after October 5 and said it would not implement any new 
federal laws and regulations. The House of Federation asked the Ministry of Finance 
not to transfer the regular budgetary allocation to the Tigray regional government 
but send fund s directly to local administrative bodies, bypassing the regional 
administration. Tigray officials declared this unconstitutional, adding that it 
amounted to a òdeclaration of war. Claiming the Federal finance ministry had 
retained 285 million birr provide d by donors for social welfare programs in Tigray , 
they also announced the withholding of tax receipts collected for the Federal 
government.  
 
As part of the policy of refusing to implement any federal decisions, the Tigray 
authorities refused to accept the appointment of a new commander and deputy 
commanders for the ENDF Northern Command based in Mekelle, and said it would 
only recognise the previous commander, General Diriba Mekonnen. The TPLF 
responded by claiming that as federal government had òno legal responsibility or 
power to make decisions regarding the reorganization and/or operations of the 
Ethiopian National Defense Forces, any decisions made thus far are not acceptable 
and will not be implemented.ó It said: òany decisions related to Tigray, such as 
operational decisions, leadership changes and command reorganizations and the 
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movement of troops or armaments, are absolutely unacceptable and will never be 
implemented,ó One of the new deputy commanders, Brigadier-General Jamal 
Mohammed was immediatel y sent back to Addis when he arrived at Mekelle 
Airport. Brigadier -General Belay Seyoum, appointed as the new Commander of the 
Northern Command, his other deputy, Brigadier -General Seid Tekuye, and Lt. 
General Molla Hailemariam, responsible for the handove r, were told in advance 
they would not be allowed into Mekelle. They made no effort to do so. The Ministry 
of Defense criticized the regional government for restricting the army from 
òperforming its dutiesó, and pointed out the deployment and mission of the army 
was not under the interest of any group and was bound by the constitution.  
The TPLF also refused to allow some troops movements, relocating units of the 
Northern Command to western Oromia and to the Southern region. This wasnõt the 
first time Tigray had prevented Northern Command reorgani sation. In 2018, after 
the signing of the Peace Accord with Eritrea, the authorities mobili sed the local 
population to prevent the removal of troops and equipment from the Eritrean 
border. They repeated this in January 2019 when the Federal government made 
another effort to get the Northern Commandõs heavy weapons, rockets and artillery 
out of Tigray.  
 
While the government was building up its forces in preparation for war, so was the 
TPLF. Faced by what they saw as the threats posed by Amhara claims to Western 
Tigray and to Raya in southern Tigray, officials spoke creating a òsecurity fortressó 
and build up the regionõs militia and the regionõs Special Forces.149 There were 
suggestions that it managed to mobili se as many as 250,000 fighters in advance of 
the outbreak of hostilities. The Federal Attorney -general claimed at a press 
conference in January (30.1.2021) that the TPLF had trained 170,00 militia in addition 
to 80,000 regional Special Forces during 2018-2020. 150  
 
The Attorney -general claimed the TPLF had created its own Central Military 
Command in July, organi sing these forces into 23 regiments, recruiting both current 
and retired ENDF military officers. The accounts of the fighting in November 
suggest these figures were significantly exaggerated, as indeed were the casualty 
figures claimed, by both sides, during November and subsequently. It was alleged 
that the Tigrayan Central Command had planned to collect technical and logistic 
supplies for a three-month conflict in preparation for a campaign against the 
Amhara region and then an advance to Addis Ababa. The investigation, the 
Attorney -general said, had found this was to be preceded by the attack on the ENDF 
bases of the Northern Command which actually took place on the night of 
November 3. The rest of these plans were pre-empted by the Prime Ministerõs 

 
149https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn -africa/ethiopia/283 -keeping-ethiopias-transition -rails 16.12.2019 
150 The figures, as usual, seem to reflect some exaggeration, as the report also states recruitment for the Tigray special forces in 
2018-19 rose from a previous figure of 500 a year to 5,000. All figures need to be treated with some circumspection. 
https://www.fanabc.co m/english/attorney -general-police-release-results-of-investigation -into -tplfs -armed-attack-against-
defence-force/29.1.2021 
Attorney General, Police Release Results Of Investigation Into TPLFõs Armed Attack Against Defence Force, The Ministry  of 
Foreign Affairs  of Ethiopia   5.2.2021(English) 
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immediate response on November 4 and the actions of the ENDF and Amhara 
Special forces in defeating the advance towards Gondar on November 4. Reports of 
the fighting do indicate that the TPLF did take control of the ENDF base at Dansha 
on November 4, there were no other indications that the TPLF had planned any 
advance into Amhara region.  
 
Another major factor in the deterioration of relations was the growth of Amhara 
ethno-nationalism after 2018 and the Federal governmentõs support for the anti-
Tigrayan component in this. In part, this was a response to conflicts that had broken 
out at various points around the borders of the Amhara regional state, and of the 
treatment of Amhara in other areas, as well as emulation of the appearance of 
Oromo ethno-nationalism. It also thrived on the apparent opportunity, provided by 
the collapse of Tigrayan power (and of federal authority), to take back areas that had 
been assigned to Tigray regional state under the 1995 constitution. These included 
most of what had been designated Western Tigray and the Raya on the eastern side 
of Tigray.  
 
Protests in the Amhara region, and the appearance of an Amhara youth movement, 
Fana, paralleled those in Oromia. Calling for the implementation of Amhara claims 
to Western Tigray, this encouraged Amhara ethno-nationalism and increased 
support fo r the National Movement of Amhara (NaMA), set up in June 2018. Since 
then, this has been posing an increasing threat to the Prosperity Partyõs Amhara 
branch, being vocal in its criticism of the Federal government for failing to react to 
the killings of eth nic Amhara in Benishangul -Gumuz, Oromia and the Southern 
Regional state.  
  
The first open Amhara moves against Tigray came in mid -2018, when the Amhara 
administration started closing off roads from Amhara into Tigray. By the end of the 
year, it was almost impossible for Tigrayans to get to Addis Ababa through the 
Amhara region. They were being forced to take a long detour through the Afar 
regional state into Oromia and then to Addis Ababa. Federal police refused to take 
action when Tigrayan merchants buyin g grain in the Amhara region were robbed by 
local youth. Over 130,000 Tigrayans felt obliged to withdraw from other regions and 
move back to Tigray, though some of this was a response to attacks in the Oromo 
region going back to 2015/6.  
 
In June 2019, the Amhara regional head of security, Brigadier -General Asaminew 
Tsige, attacked Amhara regional government offices in Bahir Dar, killing the 
regional president and two other senior officials. This coincided with the killing in 
Addis Ababa of the army Chief o f Staff, General Seare Mekonnen, a Tigrayan loyal 
to Abiy, giving rise to claims that this was part of an attempted coup against the 
Federal government. In fact, Brigadier Asaminewõs actions appear to have been 
limited to an attempt to take over power in t he Amhara region. One of the 
accusations against was that he had been illegally increasing the Special Force units 
in preparation for his own coup attempt. Whether or not that was the case, the extra 
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units he had recruited were not, in fact, disbanded afte r his own death.151 
 
As the TPLF tried to link up with other supporters of ethnic federalism in 2019, and 
nationalist elements in Oromia became concerned over Abiyõs failure to push Oromo 
demands, Abiy looked to Amhara support.  Given the long -term issues between the 
Amhara and Tigrean regions, this was easy to obtain. Abiy was quite prepared to 
pay the price, support for and acceptance of the Amhara ôrecoveryõ of Welkait and 
indeed all of western Tigray and of Raya, not least as it would help ensure a 
weakened Tigray in the future. He ignored the likelihood that any such military 
action might set off an unending chain of attack and counter -attacks. Equally, the 
Amhara region, and the Amhara elite in Addis Ababa, have always been largely 
supportive of a more centralised system of governance than of any federation, ethnic 
or otherwise. This is an attitude that resonated with Abiyõs views as expressed to the 
Financial Times in January 2019, and with his interpretation of Medemer, a word that 
might imply unity an d dialogue, but which critics note, actually involves rather 
more instruction from on high than any realistic pretence at listening to others.   
 
By the middle of 2020, Amhara militia and Special Forces had been mobilised and 
well before the fighting broke  out they were deploying along the border with the 
Tigray region. It seems they were also well aware of the plans for an attack on Tigray 
and had been in discussion with the ENDF. Part of the final preparations for the 
attack also involved the creation of a new ENDF North -west Command, announced 
on October 20, 2020, to be head-quartered in the Amhara regional capital of Bahir 
Dar.152 
 
The Chief Commissioner of the Amhara Regional State Police, Abere Adamu, indeed 
later admitted that the Amhara regional state  had òalready done [its] homework,ó 
before war broke out and òdeployment of forces had taken place in our borders from 
east to west. The war started that night after we had already completed our 
preparations.ó153 He also acknowledged that the Amhara Special Forces and ENDF 
mechanized units based near Humera (presumably at the ENDF base at Dansha) had 
discussed joint operations. There was heavy fighting at Dansha on November 4 with 
the ENDF forces being forced to retreat towards Humera. Then, the Commissioner 
said, Amhara forces arrived to provide support to the ENDF mechanised units: òthis 
was how the war started, this was the day,ó he said. 154 Commissioner Abere lost his 
job in April. He died suddenly in May.  
 
The importance of the Amhara role in the war in Tigray was underlined on 
November 7, only three days after the launch of the òlaw enforcement operationó. In 

 
151 Asaminew was arrested in 2009 for plotting a coup, but released in February 2018. He was then restored to his rank and 
retired on full pension before being appointed to head Amhara regional security bureau, in charge of Special Forces and 
militia. He was close to members of the Amhara Democratic Forces Movement, an ethno-nationalist group previously based in 
Eritrea, and like NaMA a supporter of the Amhara claims to Western Tigray. Nizar Manek: òAbiy Ahmedõs Reforms Have 
Unleashed Forces He Can No Longer Controló. 4.7.2019 
152 https://www.fanabc.com/english/nation -to-establish-two -additional -regiments/  20.10.2020 
153 https://addisstandard.com/news -analysis-amhara-region-police-chief-reveals-how-regions-police-force-guided -federal-
steel-clad-mechanized-forces-to-join-war -in-tigray/  4.1.2021 
154 Ibid.  

https://foreignpolicy.com/author/nizar-manek/
https://foreignpolicy.com/author/nizar-manek/
https://www.fanabc.com/english/nation-to-establish-two-additional-regiments/
https://addisstandard.com/news-analysis-amhara-region-police-chief-reveals-how-regions-police-force-guided-federal-steel-clad-mechanized-forces-to-join-war-in-tigray/
https://addisstandard.com/news-analysis-amhara-region-police-chief-reveals-how-regions-police-force-guided-federal-steel-clad-mechanized-forces-to-join-war-in-tigray/
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response to concern in the army over the outbreak of war and even more over his 
agreement to involve Eritrea troops, Abiy found it necessary to make changes at the 
top of the army, the security services, the police and the foreign ministry. These 
clearly indicated both the level of concern and his dependence on the Amhara 
element in the Prosperity Party and government. Lt. General Berhanu Jula, 
previously deputy chief of staff, an Oromo and close ally of Abiy, was promoted to 
Chief of Staff of the ENDF, with Lt. General Ababaw Tadesse., called back from 
retirement, as his deputy. Temesgen Tiruneh, previously president of the Amhara 
regional state, and Abiyõs National Security Advisor before that, was appointed 
Director of the National Intelligence and Security Service (NISS). He had been made 
President of Amhara regional state after the assassination of the then regional state 
president, Ambachew Me konnen and other senior officials on June 22, 2019. There 
were also changes at the head of the National Intelligence and Security Service and 
the Federal Police Commission, and Abiy finally acceded to the repeated demands of 
Deputy Prime Minister, Demeke M ekonnen, to add the position of Foreign Minister 
to his portfolio, with outgoing foreign minister,  Gedu Andargachew, being 
appointed as National Security Advisor. Both were leading members of the Amhara 
political elite.   
 
More generally, there had been numerous other points at which neither side made 
any real effort to avoid opportunities to irritate, alarm or even anger the other, 
particularly in the second half of 2020, by which time it appears Abiy and Isaias had 
decided on a date for war. 
 
Among the issues that raised problems between the TPLF and the Federal 
government were the Administrative Boundaries and Identity Issues Commission, a 
commission reporting to the Prime Minister with a mandate to resolve border and 
ethnic conflicts. 155 Tigrayan MPs objected strongly, arguing it was unconstitutional, 
and unnecessary, because the upper house, the House of Federation already the 
proper body to deal with such issues. It was seen as threatening by Tigray as it 
seemed to offer a way for the Prime Minister to assist the Amhara region to resolve 
Amhara claims on Western Tigray.  

A complaint, frequently repeated by Federal officials, was that the growth of 
demands from southern nationalities for their own killil (regional states) was due to 
TPLF encouragement. One group, the Sidama, despite government delays, 
successfully achieved this with a referendum in November 2019 providing an 
overwhelming vote in favour. This success inspired nearly a dozen other groups to 
demand a similar change of status. Abiy himself arg ued that it was the TPLF itself 
which was accountable for 27 years of corruption and repression, and that it was 
largely responsible for encouraging, indeed, organizing inter -ethnic conflict across 
the country to try to destabilize his regime.  
 
The major failure of the TPLF, in fact, was that it never managed to resolve the 
òquestion of nationalities in Ethiopia.ó156 Its solution, ethnic federalism, proved 

 
155 https://ch ilot.me/2019/08/proclamation -no-1101-2019-administrative -boundary -and-identity -issues-commission/  
156 Walleligne Mekonnen: òThe question of nationalities  in Ethiopiaó.  17.11.1969 op.cit 

https://chilot.me/2019/08/proclamation-no-1101-2019-administrative-boundary-and-identity-issues-commission/
https://www.marxists.org/history/erol/ethiopia/nationalities.pdf
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unacceptable because of the way the TPLF implemented it, keeping the regional 
states subservient to a centralized authoritarianism. The failure to encourage realistic 
federal governance and the continued efforts to keep control of the regional states 
also counted against the TPLFõ subsequent appeals to federalism. The TPLF believed 
that any concern about its methods of government would be outweighed, as to some 
extent they had been in the past, by the positives: over a decade of double-digit 
growth, a revived and developed economy, substantial infrastructural development, 
and major progress in reducing poverty and in health and education development. 
They miscalculated, and it was only after Abiy began to make clear his interest in a 
more centralised and essentially Amhara agenda in the build -up to the war against 
Tigray that many of Abiyõs Oromo supporters had second thoughts. Abiy lost 
Oromo support because he failed to support demands for a greater Oromo role. 
There were also indications in early 2021 that he was beginning to lose Amhara 
support when he failed to respond sufficiently to the more extr eme elements of 
Amhara nationalism.  
 
Faced by Abiyõs anti-Tigrayan attitude, and policies, the TPLF in effect concentrated 
on Tigray though it also worked to build up an alternative coalition with groups and 
parties on the basis of the existing constitution and support for ethnic federalism for 
the elections. It believed such a coalition could win any election in 2020 especially 
after Abiy arrested leaders of the OLF and OFC and lost much Oromo support. This 
was one of the factors that [made] the House of Representatives illegal after October 
5. It was the TPLFõs efforts to build an opposition coalition that appears to underlie 
Abiyõs allegations that the TPLF had been responsible for all the ethnic clashes 
across the country over the previous two years.157 
    
By early 2019 Abiy was prepared to tell the Financial Times that there were serious 
tensions between the Federal government and the Tigrayan regional state, but he 
wasnõt too worried by them: òYesterday they were on the streets of Mekelle insulting 
me, but I love that. That is democracy,ó adding that he wanted to secure peace by 
persuasion, not through arms. òNegative peaceõ, he said, òis possible as long as you 
have a strong army. We are heading to positive peace.ó 158 
 
Despite this, the provocations continued. In a statement from the Office of the Prime 
Minister in mid -November, he said the TPLF had, over several months, sponsored, 
trained, and equipped ôanyoneõ prepared to carry out actions to derail the democratic 
transition, instigating ethnic and re ligious clashes, and referred to ôhorrendous crimesõ 
in Western Gondar, the destruction of the town of Shashemene, and the massacres of 
innocent civilians in the areas of Arsi, Bale, Benishangul-Gumuz, Gura Ferda and most 
recently in Western Wollega. In addition, it had, orchestrated an illegal election in 
Tigray and openly refused to accept any federal government directives after October 
5, and had recalled the Tigray representatives from the Federal House of Peoplesõ 
Representatives and the House of Federation, which was a direct denial of Federal 

 
157 Speech to Parliament. 30.11.2020. Op. cit 
158 Financial Times: òEthiopiaõs Abiy Ahmed: Africaõs new talismanó. 21.2.2019 op.cit  
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government authority. 159  
 
In the two months after the Tigray election, the TPLF claimed the government had 
carried out an increasing series of petty actions against the Tigray region: blocking 
the transfer of a chemical spraying drone, bought and sent by Tigrayan and Eritrean 
nationals residing in Israel, to help the region fight locusts; stopping the arrival of 
two water experts from  the Chinese company China Gezhouba Group Company 
(CGGC), who were transiting through Addis Ababa en route to Mekelle;  prohibited 
the supply of masks for students in the Tigray region; told national and regional 
sport federations to cut ties with Tigray; and barred federal institutions from 
exchanging letters, information, providing support, or allowing participation in any 
Federal forum.  
 
More serious was the House of Federation order to the government to cut off the 
federal budget subsidy for Tigray Regional State Council, though other officials said 
disbursement to woreda, kebele or city administrations would continue. In October, 
there was also some confusion about the disbursement of the next tranche of a 285 
million birr fund under the donor -funded Safety Net program for the coming three 
months, though  the Federal Ministry of Finance insisted it would be sent to woredas 
and kebeles as before. 160 
 
The rhetoric magnified . A Tigray regional government statement referred to the 
òillegal, unitarist and personalistic dictatorship currently in charge of political power 
at the federal leveló which was conspiring with external actors to bring the people of 
Tigray to their knees, and òcommitting the treasonous act of abandoning the 
countryõs policy of independence and sovereignty.ó It also said cutting or 
suspending the federal budget subsidy was tantamount to a declaration of war. 
Three days later, former Foreign Minister, Seyoum Mesfin, speaking on the local 
Dimtsi Weyane television station in Mekelle on October 29, called Abiy the ôformer 
prime ministerõ, accused him of being a traitor, of selling GERD to Egypt and of 
colluding with President Isaias to undermine the sovereignty of the country and its 
constitution, and of allowing Isaias to ôrape Ethiopia under the guise of cooperationõ. 
He said Abiy had made òa one-day secret trip to Asmaraó, conspiring with Isaias to 
wage war on Tigray. Eritrean military and security officers, he said, were in Bahir 
Dar advising on training and organizing the new ENDF North -west Command. 
Asmara had also recruited and trained new forces with the aim of òfinishing off the 
TPLFó.  
 
On November 2, Regional President Debretsion Gebremichael speaking on regional 
television said that the regional government had òprepared its military Special 
Forcesó not because it wanted war but because it needed to be prepared for the 
worst. He said the situation was advancing towards war and everyo ne should be 
ready. It was, he said, a war that would be waged by the Federal government of 

 
159 Office of the Prime Minister (PMO) 14.11.2020 
160 Siyanne Mekonnen òCrisis staring Tigray, Federal governments òin the eyeó as army is caught in the mix, relations plummet 
to new lowó. https://addisstandard.com/analysis -crisis-staring-tigray -federal-governments-in-the-eye-as-army-is-caught-in-
the-mix -relations-plummet -to-new-low/  
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Ethiopia and a foreign power (Eritrea). He said repeatedly the Tigrayan people 
wanted peace but if war was waged against them, they were prepared to fight and to 
wi n. 161 

The way both sides responded to the efforts of the Ethiopian Reconciliation 
Commission to mediate, blocking any progress by setting what amounted to 
politically impossible pre -conditions,  was symptomatic of the relationship . The 
House of Representatives had voted for the creation of an Ethiopian Reconciliation 
Commission in December 2018, and the 41-member body was established six weeks 
later. Headed by Cardinal Berhaneyesus Demerew, head of the Roman Catholic 
church in Ethiopia, its members included many of the ôgreat and goodõ: politicians, 
among them former Prime Minister Hailemariam, and opposition party leaders, 
academics and intellectuals, sporting heroes, philanthropists and religiou s figures. 
The Commission was given the aim of looking at conflicts, considering opposite 
points of view and working for reconciliation. In theory, at least it has the power to 
subpoena documents, summon individuals to give testimony, and demand police 
support.  

At a press conference on October 24, 2020, Cardinal Berhaneyesus revealed that the 
Commissionõs attempts to mediate the current impasse between the Federal 
government and Tigray Regional State had been hampered by the pre-conditions set 
by both part ies before they were prepared to sit down together around a table. The 
Cardinal said both sides had expressed their willingness to address the gaps 
between them but, he said, the politicians had persisted in underlining their own 
respective pre-conditions for conducting a dialogue. He refused to give any details 
of these but noted the Commission had received òa very constructive and good 
gesture from the Tigray administrationó when they met Debretsion Gebremichael 
and his cabinet in Mekelle.162 

At different times, Abiy did suggest the TPLF should merge with the PP or join as an 
affiliated party, or for Tigrayan President, Debretsion, to become Deputy Prime 
Minister and for a number of senior TPLF members to return to Addis Ababa to 
work with him. The TPLF off ered to negotiate on security and other national issues 
and the holding of peaceful elections; but refused to cancel its own electoral process 
or to join the PP. It said, it would support an all -inclusive national dialogue, but that 
must involve the release of all political leaders, and a transitional national 
government to oversee elections with the earlier Tigray election accepted as valid. 
Security should be in the hands of regions, and President Isaias be excluded from 
any participation in affairs. The government and Prosperity Party firmly rejected any 
consideration of a transitional government or a national dialogue, insisting the 

 

161 President Debretsion on regional TV.  https://addisstandard.co m/we -have-prepared-our-military -of-special-force-not-in-
need-of-a-war -but-if -the-worst -comes-debretsion-gebremichael/   

162 The Reporter, Pre-conditions impede Commissionõs reconciliatory efforts, 24 October 2020 
https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/article/pre -conditions -impede-commissions-reconciliatory -
efforts?__cf_chl_captcha_tk__=cf6ea5b4fdf726e4864f2ca5bcbfa1c17b029676-1619970175-0-AcfR-
mp8ZtCD_AQTkLpx6SrOin0CxSBy_N64v7LFrxC2544c2AJte8Rq82Xn5JLkW8kL7x 

https://addisstandard.com/we-have-prepared-our-military-of-special-force-not-in-need-of-a-war-but-if-the-worst-comes-debretsion-gebremichael/
https://addisstandard.com/we-have-prepared-our-military-of-special-force-not-in-need-of-a-war-but-if-the-worst-comes-debretsion-gebremichael/
https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/article/pre-conditions-impede-commissions-reconciliatory-efforts?__cf_chl_captcha_tk__=cf6ea5b4fdf726e4864f2ca5bcbfa1c17b029676-1619970175-0-AcfR-mp8ZtCD_AQTkLpx6SrOin0CxSBy_N64v7LFrxC2544c2AJte8Rq82Xn5JLkW8kL7x
https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/article/pre-conditions-impede-commissions-reconciliatory-efforts?__cf_chl_captcha_tk__=cf6ea5b4fdf726e4864f2ca5bcbfa1c17b029676-1619970175-0-AcfR-mp8ZtCD_AQTkLpx6SrOin0CxSBy_N64v7LFrxC2544c2AJte8Rq82Xn5JLkW8kL7x
https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/article/pre-conditions-impede-commissions-reconciliatory-efforts?__cf_chl_captcha_tk__=cf6ea5b4fdf726e4864f2ca5bcbfa1c17b029676-1619970175-0-AcfR-mp8ZtCD_AQTkLpx6SrOin0CxSBy_N64v7LFrxC2544c2AJte8Rq82Xn5JLkW8kL7x


 64 

Tigray election must be declared null and void and the previous administration 
reinstated. Once the conflict started Abiy r epeatedly refused to consider any 
possibility of mediation with what he called a ôcriminal cliqueõ, and demanded their 
complete surrender.  
 
Given the prescriptions of his philosophy of medemer, it might have been expected 
that Abiy might also have tried t o reconcile the TPLF with Isaias. The nearest he 
came to doing so was when he asked Isaias to talk to Tigrayan President Debretsion 
at the Ethiopian New Year in 2018. It was hardly a success.  Isaias described his two 
meetings with Debretsion in the interv iew/speech he gave in February this year:  
òWe met Debretsion in Zelambessa on 11 September 2018. I was not in a mood to 
talk to him. This was followed by another meeting in Om Hajer. I only agreed to do 
so late the previous night having said I would not me et him up to that point. I had 
only one message/question and repeatedly asked myself if I should say it or not. In 
the end, I thought it better to say it. I asked Debretsion, why are you preparing for 
war? Why? He replied, òit wonõt happenó.163 
 
3.4 President I saias and Prime Minister Abiy ð who is in the driving seat?  
 
Central to Abiyõs policies towards the TPLF and Tigray, and more generally in terms 
of internal political developments as well as regional and foreign policy, has been his 
relationship with Eritrea, or more accurately, with President Isaias.   
 
Abiyõs promise to accept the Boundary Commission report of 2002 in full, 
subsequently endorsed by the EPRDFõs full Council including TPLF members on 
June 5, 2018, was seen as one of the most important points in his inaugural speech.164 
In the context of Abiyõs relations with the TPLF, it should be noted that the TPLFõs 
own Executive Committee described the decision as essentially in line with the peace 
principles of the governmentõs approach for the last 18 years and said it was 
appropriate and timely. It did add that it should be implemented carefully òin the 
light of geopolitical realities,ó and complained the decision had been made public 
before being accepted by the EPRDFõs Council, a requirement of the EPRDFõs 
constitution. It warne d of the need for careful consideration of implementation. 
Overall, the TPLF statement described the decisions as having fundamental flaws as 
it hadnõt followed proper party procedures, and had failed to take into account the 
òfundamental leadership deficit and the damage visible within the EPRDFó. Nor 
had it valuated the progress of the òdeep reformó agenda that the EPRDF was 
currently undertaking in order to solve the challenges it faced.  165   
 
The significance of Abiyõs decision was underlined by the related changes in 
Ethiopiaõs foreign policy, with the Peace Accord bringing the Horn of Africaõs most 

 
163 Habte Hagos: 28.2.2021  https://asenatv.com/a -complete-english-translation -of-isaias-afwerkis -eritrean-tv-interview -17-
february -2021/    
164 BBC, òEthiopia 'accepts peace deal' to end Eritrea border waró, 5 June 2018 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world -africa-44376298 
165 Etenesh Abera 13.6.2018: https://addisstandard.com/news -tplf -says-ethiopias-recent-eritrea-economy-related-decisions-
havefundamental -flaws-calls-for -emergency-meeting-of-the-ruling -eprdf -executive-council-committee/   
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isolated dictator back into regional circulation and, even more, giving him a leading, 
even controlling, role in Ethiopian affairs, and above all in events in Tigray regional 
state. Of course, an end to the 20 years of òno peace, no waró, largely driven by 
Isaiasõ continuous efforts to destabilise Ethiopia, Sudan, Djibouti and Somalia after 
his defeat in 2000 and Ethiopiaõs refusal to hand over Badme and its constant 
exertions to isolate Eritrea, was widely welcomed, not least by the people of both 
countries.  
 
How far the Peace Accord was the result of Abiyõs own thinking and how far the 
result of external prompting has been the subject of much speculation. Some of the 
first moves came quietly from religious groups. In September 2017, the World 
Council of Churches sent a team to see what common ground there was on both 
sides.166 It has been suggested, plausibly, that some of the groundwork for the 
rapprochement between Ethiopia and Eritrea was done by the United States. 
Ambassador Donald Yamamoto, the then Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for 
Africa visited Eritrea, Djibouti and Ethiopia in late April 2018, and explored òthe 
possibilities of an Ethiopian -Erit rean understanding, including the possible use 
of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates  to help underwrite the costsó.167 
Ambassador Yamamoto was a long-time proponent of bringing  Eritrea back 'into the 
fold  of a relationship with the US and the international community; and with a 
career that uniquely qualified him to try to mediate between Ethiopia and Eritrea, he 
made a number of efforts to do just that during the 18 years of òno peace, no waró. 
168 Diplomatic sources suggest that Yamamoto hosted talks in Washington at which 
both sides were represented. The Eritrean minister of foreign affairs, Osman Saleh, is 
said to have been present, accompanied by Yemane Gebreab, President Isaiasõs long-
standing adviser.169 
 
Certainly, the US, and the US Ambassador in Addis Ababa, Michael Raynor, 
welcomed the Peace Accord. It didnõt need the US to explain its value to both Abiy 
and Isaias, (though the US may well have added an additional benefit to the 
agreement by persuading Saudi Arabia and the UAE to finance it) not least because 
Abiy and Isaias believed they had a common enemy, the TPLF. There was no 
indication of this in the Peace Accord signed on 8 July 2018 in Asmara, but Isaias had 
already made his position known several weeks earlier. After Abiyõs original call to 
òresolve differences through dialogueó and the EPRDFõs approval in June, he 
publicly identified this as òGame overó for the TPLF.170  He said he would send a 
delegation to discuss Ethiopian troop withdrawals from the disputed areas along the 
Ethiopian/Eritrean border that runs along Tigray, but he also needed to get some 

 
166 World Council of Churches, òEritrean Orthodox Tewahdo Church hosts WCC delegationó, 3 October 2017 
https://www.oikoumene.org/news/eritrean -orthodox -tewahdo-church-hosts-wcc-delegation 
167 òWar resets the regionó. Africa Confidential, Vol. 61, no. 24, 3.12.2019.   
168 Personal communication . Ambassador Yamamoto was U.S. Ambassador ad interim to Eritrea (1997ð1998); Ambassador to 
Djibouti (2000-2003), Ambassador to Ethiopia (2006-2009); and acting Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs (in 2013, 
and in 2017-2018); and Ambassador to Somalia 2018-2020. 
169 The Conversation, òEritrea and Ethiopia have made peace. How it happened and what nextó, 10 July 2018 
https://theconversation.com/eritrea -and-ethiopia-have-made-peace-how -it -happened-and-what -next-99683 
170 òPresident Isaiasõ speech on Martyrsõ Dayó, Shabait.com 20.6.2018. Translations varied with references from òthe end of the 
TPLFõs shenanigansó)( https://martinplaut.com/201 8/06/20/why -is-eritreas-president-so-hostile-towards -his-tigrayan -
neighbours/  to the òTPLF clique, and other vulturesó( https://sudantribune.com/spip.php?article65702).   
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assurance that Abiy really had the political support necessary to deal with the TPLF. 
Eritrean Foreign Minister Osman Saleh and Presidential Adviser, Yemane Gebreab, 
arrived in Addis Ababa just after the attempted assassination of Abiy during a rally 
in Meskal Square. They were impressed by Abiyõs response to the attack and by the 
authority he had already shown in removing General Samora and Getachew Assefa. 
They reported favourably to Isaias. Two weeks later, on July 8, Abiy, at his own 
suggestion, arrived in Asmara - to an enormous welcome. President Isaias received 
an equally impressive reception when he visited Addis Aba ba a week later. There 
was no doubt of the popular support in both countries for an end to 18 years of ôno 
war, no peaceõ and the opportunity for families to renew links across the Eritrea-
Tigrayan border. Both leaders, particularly Abiy, basked in world -wide adulation.  
The Peace Accord signed in July consisted of five general points, covering an end to 
the state of war, cooperation on political, economic, social, cultural and security 
issues, and opening embassies, links in trade, communication and transport, 
implementation of the border decision, and working jointly towards regional peace 
and security. It offered no specifics, and no indication of how the two sides would 
move the situation on. It was a clear example of what has become Abiyõs trademark 
approach: a personal action, often unexpected, to garner the headlines, without 
thinking through the consequences, or worrying about details, which are left to be 
discussed, or ignored, later. It also reinforced Abiyõs own view of his capacity to 
charm anyone and his skill in dialogue. For Isaias, it offered the prospect of lifting 
sanctions which would allow him to resume what he regarded as his proper role as 
an elder statesman in the Horn and start on the process of replacing the regional 
block, Intergovern mental Authority on Development (IGAD). In the second place, 
however, it offered the opportunity for the overthrow of the TPLF. Even more, it 
allowed for the actual destruction of the organi sation, and the possibility of making 
sure no Tigrayan organisation (or even the region) could ever function effectively 
again, by destroying its administration, infrastructure, culture, and even its 
population. Isaiasõ determination to crush the TPLF even allowed him to ally with 
Amhara ethno-nationalist elements against whom he had spent over 30 years 
fighting for Eritrean independence. Abiy was equally determined to shore up his 
own power base, despite his commitments to medemer, to dialogue, synergy, and 
unity, allowed himself to be carried along.  
 
It seems unlikely that plans for the destruction of the TPLF and Tigray were worked 
out at Abiy and Isaiasõ first meeting. However, their statements seemed to suggest 
that they rapidly saw the opportunities for something more than a mere alliance. On 
his first visit to Addis Ababa in July 2018, Isaias said: òI have given [to Abiy] all 
responsibility of leadership and power; from now on, anyone who says Eritrea and 
Ethiopia are two people is out of reality.ó171  Abiy made similar remarks at Davos in 
January 2019, adding that he saw no need for Ethiopia, Eritrea or [more surprisingly] 
Djibouti to have separate armies or embassies.172  A few weeks later, Abiy, 

 
171 Abraham Zere, òIsaias out of character: Why Eritreans are getting nervousó, African  Arguments, 18 July 2018, 
https://africanarguments.org/2018/07/why -eritrea-nervous-isaias-abiy-ethiopia/  
See also: https://twitter.com/Saveritrea/status/1018204071109459968?s=20  
172 Davos, òA Conversation with Abiy Ahmed, Prime Minister of Ethiopiaó, 23 January 2019 

https://africanarguments.org/2018/07/why-eritrea-nervous-isaias-abiy-ethiopia/
https://twitter.com/Saveritrea/status/1018204071109459968?s=20
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apparently referring to Eritrea said òit is only a matter of time that those who have 
left will returnó, a statement that alarmed Eritreans who saw this as the potential 
negation of thirty years of their independence struggle and that òEritrea has been 
offered to Ethiopia on a silver platteró. This. Inevitably, gave rise to rumours that 
they were considering some sort of closer links, even confederation. While these 
have not gone away, it is far from clear whether any such suggestion can be 
considered practical politics. What does seem clear, is that by the end of 2018, the 
two leaders had come to the conclusion that their alliance would, of necessity, 
encompass a military solution.  
 
For Abiy, the TPLF was a dangerous political rival ñ a party that had once led 
Ethiopia and, once he became prime minister, repeatedly flouted his authority. For 
Abiy, like Isaias this w as unacceptable. Both believed they needed the political 
annihilation of the TPLF. An additional factor, in the longer term, was a requirement 
for the devastation of Tigrayõs economy in order to allow the Eritrean economy to 
benefit from the reopening of t he border. This was underlined by the brief but very 
substantial impact of the openings of the border in July which benefitted Mekelle 
merchants and businesses, not Eritrea, and underlined the poverty and lack of 
capacity of the Eritrean economy 
 
For Isaias, though, it was also much more, a deeply personal feud. Grievances, bad 
blood and ideological disputes stretched back to the time of the struggle against the 
Derg and for Eritrean independence. And as Isaias has frequently shown, he never 
forgets an injury, real or imagined, however small. Abiy offered Isaias what he most 
desired: a way to destroy the TPLF which had humiliated him in the 2000 border 
war, and which had subsequently prevented him from achieving the role and status 
he believed should be his: recognition as an elder statesman of the region. His dislike 
long preceded the war that ended in 2000. In the mid-1980s, when the TPLF had 
criticised his ideological arguments and refused to accept his guidance and his 
suggestions, Isaias closed off a major TPLF supply route from Sudan running 
through EPLF held areas during the 1983-84 famine.173 Tens of thousands of 
Tigrayans died before the TPLF was able to build their own road through to Sudan. 
In the last years of the Dergõs rule the two accepted the need for a tactical alliance 
and after their respective takeovers in Eritrea and Ethiopia, relations improved. But 
even before the disagreements that led to the 1998-2000 war with Ethiopia, Isaias 
had become convinced that Meles had tried to kill him by caus ing problems to an 
aircraft on which he was returning to Asmara. Meles Zenawi  once told  Alex  de 
Waal: òIsaias é cannot forgive  the Weyane for  defeating his unconquerable army 
and so he is looking  to punish  them. One way he would  like  to do this is to 
dismantle Ethiopia,  which  is proving  a lot  more difficult  than he thought.  The other 
strategy is to hang on until  he can find  enough Ethiopians who  can also demonize 
the Weyane.ó 174 

 
https://www.weforum.org/events/world -economic-forum -annual-meeting-2019/sessions/a-conversation-with -abiy-ahmed-
prime -minister -of-ethiopia  
173 Tekleweini Assefa, Head of the Relief Society of Tigray, interviewed in: Identity jilted or re-imagining identity?  Alemseged 
Abbay, Red Sea Press, 1998, p 129. 
174 Alemayehu  Weldemariam,  òDomestic despair shadows Abiyõs diplomatic waltzó. Ethiopian Insight, 18.9.2018. 

https://www.weforum.org/events/world-economic-forum-annual-meeting-2019/sessions/a-conversation-with-abiy-ahmed-prime-minister-of-ethiopia
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For the second stage of their rapprochement, Isaias and Abiy signed an Agreement 
of Peace, Friendship and Comprehensive Cooperation in the presence of the UN 
Secretary General and the King of Saudi Arabia in Jeddah on September 16.175 This 
added little to the previous accord with its seven general articles. The state of war 
was ended and the two countries would promote cooperation in the political, 
security, defence, economic, trade, investment, cultural and social fields on the basis 
of complementarity and synergy, develop joint investment projects, including Joint 
Special Economic Zones, promote regional and global peace, security and 
cooperation, and combat terrorism and people, arms and drug trafficking. The two 
slightly more specific articles covering implementation of the Eritrea ðEthiopia 
Boundary Commission decisions and the establishment of a High-Level Joint 
Committee, and relevant sub-committees to oversee the implementation of the 
agreement.  
 
Internationally, both Isaias and Abiy gained. For Abiy, of course, it meant the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 2019, and a significant increase in his international status, with the UN 
Secretary--General talking of peace breaking out in the Horn of Africa. Subsequent 
events, of course, have seriously damaged his image and raised questions about the 
applicability of the prize. For Isaias, it  relieved some of the international pressure 
over internal Eritrean policies, though that has never really worried him. He was 
irritated not to be given the Nobel Peace Prize jointly with Abiy, but his interest has 
always to be seen as a respected regional elder statesman. The rapprochement was 
irrelevant to Eritreaõs internal development, and was never intended to have any 
impact in terms of encouragement of democracy or open government, it only relate 
to his own position and authority, and his own desire for revenge against Tigray. He 
has used the Accord to bring his position in the region and in the lower Red Sea back 
to where he thinks it ought to be, joining the Saudi sponsored Council  of Arab  and 
African Coastal States of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden set up in 2020, and 
bringing Ethiopia and Somalia into an organi sation which he can dominate. Isaias 
has not bothered to resolve his border problems with Djibouti but he has encouraged 
Abiy to make major changes in Ethiopiaõs foreign policy, both towards Somalia and 
Somaliland and the Somali Federal states, in pursuit of his own long-standing aim of 
replacing IGAD with an organisation in which he can play a leading role. This, and 
the war in Tigray, has, of course, also affected Ethiopiaõs relationship with Kenya, 
Djibouti, Sudan and IGAD, and weakened Ethiopiaõs regional standing and its 
ability to control the discussions over the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam 
(GERD).  
 
Isaias insisted that lifting the UN sanctions on Eritrea must be part of the over all 
deal, in part perhaps because of the need to acquire more arms. There have been 
reports that as soon as the sanctions were lifted,  he was in the market for weapons, 
using the funds given by Saudi Arabia and the UAE for signing the agreements. 

 
https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2018/09/18/domestic -despair-shadows-abiys-diplomatic -waltz/  
175 Saudi Arabia and the UAE provided finan cial support for the deal and both awarded the two parties their highest honours 
for signing up, as well as providing significant financial support. UAE promised Ethiopia USD3 billion, Saudi Arabia 
reportedly a yearõs supply of oil. Eritrea will have obtained something similar.  

https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2018/09/18/domestic-despair-shadows-abiys-diplomatic-waltz/
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Some of the weaponry displayed by Eritrean troops in Tigray appears to have been 
recently obtained. The UN sanctions had been imposed over Eritreaõs dealings with 
Djibouti and its support for extremists in Somalia. Relations with Djibouti, at least on 
the surface, were dealt with the day after the Eritrea -Ethiopia Peace Agreement, 
when, at the request of King Salmon, President Guelleh of Djibouti arrived to meet 
Isaias in Jeddah. They shook hands and agreed to restore relations, though Isaias 
subsequently made no further effort to improve Eritrean -Djibouti relations. 176 
 
Earlier, Isaias himself had also mended relations with Somalia. He invited Mohamed 
Abdullahi Mohammed ôFarmaajoõ, President of Somalia to Asmara on 28 July 2018 
the first such visit by a Somali president.177 They signed a Joint Declaration on 
Brotherly Relations and Comprehensive Cooperation, which covered 
acknowledgement of òeach otherõs independence, sovereignty and territorial 
integrity.ó This was followed by a summit of Eritrea, Ethiopia and Somalia in 
Asmara on 5 September 2018, resulting in another Joint Declaration of 
Comprehensive Cooperation with agreement to build close political, economic, 
social, cultural and security ties, and coordinate policies to promote regional peace 
and security.178 The three leaders also agreed to set up a Joint High -Level Committee 
to coordinate efforts. A second summit was held in Bahir Dar, the capital of the 
Amhara regional state, in November 2018 at which the parties reaffirmed their 
òcommitment to inclusive regional peace and cooperationó.179  
 
It was all enough for the UN Security Council to agree to the lifting of sanctions 
against Eritrea in November, achieving one of Isaiasõ main aims.   
 
The summit in Bahir Dar, however, was seen in a very different light by t he TPLF, as 
it placed President Isaias in the Amhara regional state. The leaders discussed the 
possibility of making a joint attack on Tigray on two fronts: from Amhara region in 
the south and Eritrea in the north. The danger was certainly clear to the TPLF and 
was exactly what happened in November 2020. There is no doubt that the decision 
to hold the summit in Bahir Dar, whether suggested by Isaias, as at least one senior 
Ethiopia diplomat believed 180 or not, was designed to send a message to the TPLF.  

Al though no announcement was made at the time, it subsequently became clear that 
the three leaders had signed a formal agreement to set up a Horn of Africa Council 
at the Asmara summit. This appeared to be the first stage in a plan to try to replace 
IGAD, an  organisation which Isaias, who walked out in 2007 when it refused to 
accept his advice over Somalia, had no time for. One result of the creation of the 
Council was a request by President ôFarmaajoõ for Eritrea to provide troops for 

 
176 Eritrea has yet to give up its claims to Ras Doumeira and Djibouti still wants answers about missing prisoners of war. Nor 
has there been any indication that Isaias has dismantled the training camp for anti- government Afar guerrillas that he has 
maintain ed in southern Eritrea for well over a decade.  
177 Reuters, 28 July 2018  https://www.reuters.com/article/instant -article/idINKBN1KK1OQ  
178 Africa News, òAsmara hosts meeting between Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia leaders,ó 5 September 2018 
https://www.africanews.com/2018/09/05/asmara -hosts-meeting-between-ethiopia-eritrea-somalia-leaders//  
179 Addis Standard, 8 November 2018 
https://addisstandard.com/news -second-tripartite -meeting-between-eritrea-ethiopia-and-somalia-to-take-place-in-amhara-
regional-state/  
180 Personal communication 

https://www.reuters.com/article/instant-article/idINKBN1KK1OQ
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Somalia after the African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) leaves which it is 
due to do later this year. Whether Isaias agreed is unclear, though there have been 
unconfirmed reports of some Eritrean troops in Mogadishu. He did, however, offer 
to train Somali troops, and the fir st group went to Eritrea in 2019 and 600 returned in 
mid -2020 after ten months training and more were sent. Somalis have claimed a total 
of 3,000 were involved. President ôFarmaajoõ visited Eritrea in October 2020 and 
there has been speculation that he then agreed to allow the trainees to take part in 
action in Tigray. 181 Uncertainty about the Somali election and its date will, however, 
affect any decisions that Isaias and Abiy want to take over Somalia.  

It is clear the final details for the planned offensi ve against Tigray were worked out 
after the Tigrayan authorities announced at the beginning of May 2020 that they 
would go ahead with their own regional state election in September, after the further 
postponement of the national elections in Ethiopia. 182 The timing of the offensive 
was chosen to coincide with the controversial US election day, November 3, when 
the worldõs attention would be on the United States. It had the added advantage of 
coinciding with the beginning of the harvest in Tigray, making it d ifficult for the 
TPLF to deploy its substantial militia.    
 
The final steps in the joint planning, paralleling Abiyõs internal steps in preparation 
for war, came in the second half of 2020. Abiy visited the main Eritrean military 
training base for national service conscripts at Sawa on July 18, to watch the 
graduation of the 33rd  national service course, many of whom found themselves 
fighting in Tigray a few months later. President Farmaajo was in Asmara at the 
beginning of October, and President Isaias made his sixth visit to Ethiopia on 12 ð 15 
October 2020. This time he visited Ethiopiaõs main air force base at Bishoftu, as well 
as the Ethio-Engineering Group facilities there. The EE Group took over production 
of military vehicles for the ENDF fro m the disbanded METEC conglomerate. 183 
During Isaiasõ visit, the intelligence heads of Ethiopia, Eritrea and Somalia held an 
unannounced meeting in Addis Ababa. There were also reports of troops and 
equipment being moved towards Tigray region. Isaias rampe d up his pre-war 
rhetoric. The outbreak of fighting was preceded by series of inflammatory 
statements almost designed in effect to provoke a military action. One Eritrean 
government statement at the end of October accused the TPLF of obstructing 
regional peace and stability, with its òpoisonous ethnic based politicsó. It said the 
TPLF, which was quivering on its òdeath bedó, was still holding Tigray back, despite 
having being told by President Isaias that it was òGame overó for the TPLF two and 

 
181 In January, 2001, there were allegations that some of these troops had been engaged in action in Tigray and that over 300 
had been killed. The original claim was made by Abdisalam Guled, a former head of Somaliõs National Intelligence and 
Security Agency. There have been no confirmed sightings of Somali troops in Tigray, though family members in Somalia said 
they had heard trainees had suffered casualties there. https://www.garoweonline.com/en/news/somalia/somalia -s-fm-in-
ethiopia -amid -claims-of-somali-troops-deaths-in-tigray  
182  https://borkena.com/2020/05/04/tplf -election-decided-to-conduct-accuses-abiy-ahmeds-govt/  

 
183 Overall, Abiy and Isaias held at least nine meetings in 2018-20, and numerous telephone calls, to develop their strategy. 
file:///Martin Plaut/ òTimeline/ How the President Isaias ð Prime Minister Abiy relationship developedó Eritrea Hub. 
9.11.2020 
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a half years earlier. 184 
 
There were reports of the movement of military hardware towards the Tigray region 
from other parts of Ethiopia during and after Isaiasõs visit. And it is clear there were 
similar activities going on in Eritrea. Eritrean opposition sources lat er provided 
details of some Ethiopian units being airlifted to Eritrea in October in preparation for 
the start of the offensive. In December 2020, former Eritrean Chief of Staff, General 
Mesfin Hagos, quoting his own Ministry of Defence sources, was able to give some 
details of just how extensive Eritrean involvement was ð and it would all have had 
to be planned and mobili sed in advance of the conflict. He said Eritrea first provided 
intelligence, logistical back-up and artillery support at Humera, and othe r areas 
close to the border. Once ENDF and Amhara special forces ran into problems, which 
they very quickly did, very substantial numbers of Eritrean troops crossed the 
border ð on November 10 according to Tigray president Debretsion ð in four areas. 
They participated in the attacks in Shire and at Axum and Adua, with two 
mechanized divisions, (46th and 48th) and three infantry divisions (26 th, 28th, and 
53rd); at Zalembessa, with two mechanized divisions (42nd and 49th) and four infantry 
divisions (11 th, 17th, 19th, and 27th); and another five divisions moved from the Bada 
oasis, where they had been mobilized, into eastern Tigray, south of Adigrat. 185    

 
Who fired the first shots? 
 
Whoever fired the first shots on the night of 3  ð 4 November 2020 is almost 
irrelevant, as both sides had taken up positions in which conflict was inevitable and 
no other option possible. Prime Minister Abiy firmly claimed the TPLF was 
responsible and the attack on Northern Command bases in Tigray òin the early 
hours of November 4, 2020ó by Tigrayan forces sparked off the war. This appeared 
to be confirmed when TPLF official Sekou Toure Getachew, said the TPLF had 
launched a pre-emptive attack on the Northern Command, being forced to act by the 
build -up of Amhara, Eritrean a nd ENDF forces poised to invade Tigray. 186 As noted 
above, this was later denied.  
 
The Northern Command was the strongest of Ethiopiaõs six regional commands with 
more than half of the ENDF mechanised units and much of its heavy weaponry. As 
many of the un its had been based in Tigray since the end of the 1998-2000 war with 
Eritrea, and still included a significant percentage of Tigrayan officers, despite 
Abiyõs changes in the military hierarchy, the TPLF believed it would be able to count 
on its reluctance to support federal intervention. Indeed, the TPLF thought they 
might be able to get active support from many of the units if conflict broke out. It 
had laid plans for such an eventuality though in the event these were not as 
successful as expected. Certainly, as the probability of conflict increased in October, 

 
184  https://addisstandard.com/news -amidst-heightened-tension-between-federal-tigray -region-governments-eritrea-blames-
tplf -for -impeding -regional-peace-stability/  
185 African Arguments, òEritreaõs Role in Ethiopiaõs Conflict and the Fate of Eritrean Refugees in Ethiopiaó, Mesfin Hagos, one-
time Chief of Staff in Eritrea, 4.12.2020 
https://africanarguments.org/2020/12/eritreas -role-in-ethiopias-conflict -and-the-fate-of-eritrean-refugees-in-ethiopia/  
186 Sekou Toure Getachew, 14.11.2020.  https://youtu.be/gsPP -m6Jwzw.  
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and earlier, the TPLF held talks with senior officers of the Northern Command, in an 
effort to secure their neutrality if not their active support in case of war. It appeared 
to have persuaded at least half of the Northern Command to remain neutral, at least 
at the beginning of the war.   
 
Original reports claimed that the fighting started in response to an attempted attack 
by government troops very early on the morning of 4 November, after an aircraft 
carrying a special commando unit from Bahir Dar attempted to eliminate the Tigray 
leadership. The force was airlifted into Mekelle by two helicopters and an Antonov 
to try and seize the TPLF leadership at the Planet hotel. The commandos landed 
without a problem, drove into Mekelle, seized control of the hotel, but found no 
Tigrayan leaders present. They then withdrew without fighting, but after the raid 
TPLF forces forcibly took over the Ethiopian National Defence Force camp located 
near the airport, the airport itself and the Northern Command HQ in Mekelle. The 
commando raid allegedly preceded Prime Minister Abiyõs claim of a TPLF attack on 
the Northern Command barracks, but there had already been some fighting in 
Western Tigray by then between Amhara Special Forces and Tigray troops. Another 
version was that the reported aircraft had been sent to Mekelle to òdeliver new 
banknotesó, with a commando guard. and that it was subsequently seized by the 
TPLF.  
 
The government and the Prime Minister have also put  out several versions of what 
happened on 3 ð 4 November. The original statement from the  Prime Ministerõs 
office on 4 November said the TPLF had attacked and taken over an army base. It 
said the TPLF had attacked the ENDF base in Tigray in the early hours of 4 
November, and attempting to rob the Northern Command of artillery and military 
equipment. The statement said that over the previous few weeks the TPLF had been 
arming and organi sing irregular militia outside the constitutionally mandated 
structure. I t accused the Tigrayans of continually provoking and inciting violence 
over the past months, while the Federal government had maintained a policy of 
extreme patience and caution. This attack, however, was the last red line and the 
Federal government had therefore been forced into a military confrontation. The 
ENDF, under the direction of a Command Post, was therefore ordered into action 
òto save the country and the region from spiralling into instability.ó187 Later in a TV 
address, Abiy added that the TPLF had launched an attack which had resulted in 
òmany martyrs, injuries and property damageó and had tried to loot military assets 
during attack, forcing the federal government into a military confrontation. 188 And 
two days after he had ordered the ENDF into Ti gray, Prime Minister Abiy said his 
ôlaw enforcement operationõ had òclear, limited and achievable objectivesó. He 
identified these as disarming the TPLF, bringing its leaders to justice, appointing a 
new administration for the region, and enhancing law and  order. 
 

 
187 Office of the Prime Minister: òTPLF attacks Ethiopian national Defense Forces Base in Tigrayó, 4.1.2020. 
https://www.pmo.gov.et/media/documents/November_4_Press_Release_.pdf  
188 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world -afri ca-54805088 

https://www.pmo.gov.et/media/documents/November_4_Press_Release_.pdf
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In a statement ten days later, the Prime Ministerõs Office said the TPLF had 
committed high treason with its attack on the Northern Command of the ENDF, as 
well as planned, trained, financed and executed ethnic and sectarian conflicts in 
Ethiopia,  endangered the constitutional order and that its three decades of rule had 
been characterized by egregious violations of human rights, corruption and self -
enrichment. Therefore, the government was now going to disarm the TPLF ôjuntaõ, 
restore legitimate administration to Tigray, enforce law and order and bring 
fugitives to justice. 189 
 
Government accounts of what happened overnight on November have become 
steadily more outspoken and luridly detailed. At the end of November, Abiy told 
Parliament the ôjuntaõ had cut communications, surrounded the ENDF units across 
the region, controlled most but killed some. He said: òOur soldiers who were killed 
were naked and both their legs and hands remained tied until our soldiers 
controlled the area and buried their bodiesó. He gave no figures but said the ôjuntaõ 
had driven members of the defence force into Eritrea naked: òBut the people of 
Eritrea gave them clothes to wear, water, food and armed it as well, and they came 
back and fought in Eritrean clothes. That is why they said, ôEritrea is fighting usõ. He 
said he himself had flown up to Eritrea along with three generals to reorganize these 
troops.190 
 
A few weeks later, he added further details:  
 
òOn the night of 3 November 2020, the TPLF leadership launched, under cover of 
darkness, what they later described, on public television, as a ôlightening pre-
emptive attackõ against the Northern Command of the Ethiopian National 
Defence Force (ENDF), which had been stationed in the Region since the outbreak 
of war with Eritrea over two decades ago. Using traitors recruited from within the 
army along ethnic lines, not only did the TPLF leadership cause the massacre of 
unarmed soldiers in their pyjamas in the dead of night. They also took possession, 
illegally,  of the entire military arsenal of the Northern Commandé After they 
surprised and overpowered several regiments of the ENDF forces, the TPLF 
identified and separated hundreds of unarmed Ethiopian soldiers of non -
Tigrayan origin, tied their hands and feet t ogether, massacred them in cold blood, 
and left their bodies lying in open air. Never would I have imagined it humanly 
possible for any person to kill their fellow soldiers while asleep and record 
themselves singing and dancing on the bodies of their victims.ó191 

 
A preliminary report by the Federal Attorney -Generalõs Office in January said that 
on the night of 3 November, about a hundred military and police posts were 
attacked by regional Special Forces and militia which has surrounded the camps. 
The actions were led by Tigrigna-speaking brigade commanders and some defence 
forces defended themselves. The report gave no overall casualty figures though it 

 
189 Office of the Prime Minister: òThe Ongoing Law Enforcement Operations in Tigray: Causes and Objectivesó. 14.11.2020.   
https://ethiopianembassy.org/the -ongoing-law-enforcement-operations-in-tigray -causes-and-objectives-november-14-2020 
190 Statement to Parliament, 30.11.2020, op.cit 
191 https://www.ethioembassy.org.uk/operations -to-restore-law-and-order-in-ethiopias-tigray -region-how -did -we-get-here/  
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referred to ò17 hostagesó killed in a vehicle collision, and to looting and to some 
killed in the camps, and to beheadings by òthe TPLF groupó. The report said that 
telecommunication and power facilities had been attacked and the Ethiopian 
Petroleum Supply Company depot and the National Disaster Risk and Preparedness 
Agency stockpile of wheat in Mekelle taken over. Arms, including rockets and 
missiles were taken from military units. The TPLF had been planning this for the 
previous three months, and a TPLF Executive Committee meeting ten days earlier 
had expected fighting to start at any time. The reportõs conclusions were that The 
TPLF had prepared its own army; sponsored conflicts for more than two years; 
collected weapons for war; attempting to overthrow the unity of the country, the 
unity of the federation and the state of Tigray; declared a state of emergency; 
established its own defence council; sold bonds and allowed the withdrawal of 
excess money in defiance of National Bank Directives; and committed terrorist acts.   
  
Abiyõs gave his own account of the reasons for the outbreak of fighting later: òNo 
government can tolerate its soldiers and innocent civilians being ambushed and 
killed in their dozens, as happened at the hands of the TPLF last autumn. My 
primary duty as prime minister and commander in chief of the national armed 
forces, after all, is to protect Ethiopia and its people from internal and external 
enemies.ó Unfortunately, òthe suffering and deaths that occurred despite our best 
efforts have caused much distress for me personally as well as for all peace-loving 
people here and abroad. Ending the suffering in Tigray and around the country is 
now my highest priority.ó He said, òOur operations in Tigray were designed to 
restore peace and order quicklyó. He noted that the removal of the TPLF had fuelled 
òunease in the international community and that concerns about ethnic profiling in 
Tigray and obstacles to humanitarian relief aboundó, but, he insisted, his 
government òwas determined to address and dispel such concerns.ó Government 
actions, he said, were designed to restore peace and order quickly, underlining that 
with òthe removal ð for good ð of the corrupt and dictatorial TPLF, Ethiopians can 
now imagine a future based not on ethnic chauvinism, but on unity, equality, 
freedom, and democracy. Moreover, the source of ethnic division that had poisoned 
inter -state relations across the Horn of Africa has now been overcome.ó He made no 
mention of the presence or the activities of Eritrean troops in Tigray. 192 
 
One of the points in the Prime Ministerõs original 4 November statement was that 
the TPLF had also been òmanufacturing Eritrean uniforms at the Almeda plc factory 
just outside Adua, and this was intended to implicate the Eritrean government in 
false claims of aggression.ó Given the realities of subsequent Eritrean military 
involvement in the war, a nd the repeated denials by the Ethiopian government, it is 
clear that this statement was intended to try and pre -empt and nullify any 
subsequent claims of Eritrean involvement. At times, indeed, the apparent attempts 
to conceal the involvement of Eritrean troops reached farcical proportions. The 
government claimed:  
 

 
192 https://www.project -synicate.org/commentary/ethiopia -removal-of-tigray -tplf -will -benefit-region-by-abiy-ahmed-2021-02 

https://www.project-synicate.org/commentary/ethiopia-removal-of-tigray-tplf-will-benefit-region-by-abiy-ahmed-2021-02


 75 

1. The TPLF had manufactured Eritrean uniforms to dress up TPLF fighters as 
Eritrean soldiers and commit atrocities;  

2. Ethiopian troops who fled to Eritrea early in November were given Eritrean 
unif orms to return to fight the TPLF; and  

3. TPLF released prisoners (numbers ranged from 13,000 to 60,000) and dressed 
them in Eritrean army uniforms encouraging them to commit abuses that 
could be blamed on Eritrean forces.  

4. The TPLF claimed Eritrean troops were putting on Ethiopian uniforms to 
conceal their presence; and  

5. That both Eritrean and Ethiopian troops were wearing each otherõs uniforms 
and operating under each otherõs command.  

The multiplicity of reports of the presence and indeed of the horrifying abuses 
committed by Eritrean troops, finally forced the Ethiopian government to admit 
their presence in March, over three and a half months after the first crossed the 
border.193 It was nearly a month before any Eritrean official was prepared to make 
such an admission, though it was not until April 15 that any Eritrean official did so. 
194  Until then, Eritrea while not admitting its troops were present in Ethiopia, had on 
occasions carefully avoided actually denying their presence, and indeed virtually 
implied that they were there.  In Geneva, for example, in February, the Eritrean 
delegate described an OHCHR oral report of the crimes committed by Eritreaõs 
armed forces as òutterly baseless. These are alien and an affront to the history and 
culture of Eritrea and its military establishmentsó. 195 
 
It is true that during the independence struggle, the EPLF did treat most of its 
prisoners relatively well, though not all. Eritreans who fought for Ethiopia, notably 
the Kunama for example, got short shrift, and it is far from clear that all those who 
surrendered (on either side) in the 1998-2000 war survived the experience. Certainly, 
the Eritrean troops who advanced into Irob in May 1998 to take Alitiena and 
outflank Ethiopian defences on the road to Adigrat, cut a swath of destruction across 
the region. An Irob submission to the Boundary Commission in Apri l 2002, detailed 
òKillings of civilians, imprisonment, harassment, rape of women, desecration of and 
looting of churches, eviction of residents from their houses, destruction of houses, 
health centres and schools were daily activities of the Eritrean troopsó. 15 months 
later, the Catholic Bishop of Adigrat, whose diocese included Irob, noted that in his 
jurisdiction over 300,000 people had been displaced, their homes destroyed, schools, 
clinics and churches looted, either severely damaged or totally destroyed. The town 
of Zalembesa, he said, had been systematically bulldozed and the Catholic Church 
there had lost eight institutions. 196 
 
There can be little doubt that Prime Minister Abiy was firmly confident that his ôlaw 
enforcement operationõ would be quick and easy. Even though he found it necessary 

 
193 òEthiopia PM Abiy admits Eritrea forces in Tigrayó, BBC news, 23.3.2021 
194 https://www.newsnow.co.uk/h/World+News/Africa/Ethiopia/Tigray  
195 Response of the Eritrean Delegation to the Oral Report of the High Commissioner of the OHCHR on Eritrea. 46th Regular 
HRC Session Item 2, Geneva. Shabait.com 27.2.2021. https://shabait.com/2021 /02/27/response -of-the-eritrean-delegation-to-
the-oral-report -of-the-high-commissioner-of-the-ohchr/  
196 Patrick Gilkes, òViolence and Identity along the Eritrean -Ethiopian Borderó, in Unfinished Business: Ethiopia and Eritrea at war, 
Ed. Dominique Jacquin-Berdal and Martin Plaut, Red Sea Press, 2004, p 229 - 254 

https://www.newsnow.co.uk/h/World+News/Africa/Ethiopia/Tigray
file:///C:/Users/martin/Desktop/Tigray%20War/Patrick%20Gilkes%20work/Combined/Response%20of%20the%20Eritrean%20Delegation%20to%20the%20Oral%20Report%20of%20the%20High%20Commissioner%20of%20the%20OHCHR%20on%20Eritrea.%2046th%20Regular%20HRC%20Session%20Item%202,%20Geneva.%20Shabait.com%2027.2.2021
file:///C:/Users/martin/Desktop/Tigray%20War/Patrick%20Gilkes%20work/Combined/Response%20of%20the%20Eritrean%20Delegation%20to%20the%20Oral%20Report%20of%20the%20High%20Commissioner%20of%20the%20OHCHR%20on%20Eritrea.%2046th%20Regular%20HRC%20Session%20Item%202,%20Geneva.%20Shabait.com%2027.2.2021
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to make changes at the top in both the military and security establishments on 7 
November, he was quite sure his preparations for dealing with the TPLF and Tigray 
would be sufficient as his continuous references to a three-week action 
demonstrated. He had, after all, the Ethiopian army and air force (largely purged a 
year or two earlier of their Tigrayan elements), President Isaias and the Eritrean 
army, the Amhara region special forces and militia, and, he believ ed, God, on his 
side. Despite breaking with his former Oromo supporters and other advocates of a 
realistic functional federalism, he had managed to prevent any conjunction of pro -
federal forces emerging to support the TPLF. Indeed, entirely confident in hi s 
military superiority, he set himself firmly against any possibility of mediation or of 
dialogue, deliberately rejecting the parameters of a Nobel Peace Prize and his own 
medemer philosophy to accept the views of his autocratic and authoritarian ally who 
was determined on the destruction of an elected leadership he hated.  
 
The TPLF was also confident it would be able to provide an effective resistance. 
They had sizeable and well-trained special force units and substantial militia forces. 
There was the prospect, however obtained, of acquiring the use of most of the heavy 
weapons of the best armed units of the Ethiopian army, and the possibility of being 
joined by a significant element from the Northern Command. The TPLF had a belief 
in their own strength, b uttressed by the history of their long and successful war to 
overthrow the Dergõs military regime in 1991. Refusing to accept that its 27 years in 
power and its methods of governance had left a legacy of distrust and dislike, even 
enmity, it had also expected to be able to call on supporters of federalism from 
across the country. It under-estimated the sheer size of Abiyõs òlaw enforcementó, 
nor did it expect President Isaias to commit such a large proportion of the Eritrean 
army. It was shocked by the amount of new weaponry Isaias had acquired since the 
lifting of UN sanctions in November 2018, much of it no doubt from the UAE, and 
even more by the use of drones, which played a decisive role in the fighting in 
November. 197 
 
However, the fighting in November , essentially between regular forces, was no more 
than a prelude of what seems likely to be the start of a long guerrilla war. Abiy has 
ignored the fact that the TPLF successfully resisted the Derg for 17 years in Tigray. 
He overlooked the possibility that  military action, however described, would 
generate resistance, and disregarded the probability that an invasion of Tigray, 
whether by the Federal army, or Amhara or Eritrean forces, would cause the 
population, not just the TPLF, to take to the hills. In t he months since Abiy first 
declared victory at the end of November, his policies, including the deliberate and 
horrifyingly destructive operations of the Amhara and Eritrean forces and the 
Federal army, and his obstinate refusal to consider any dialogue, have made it clear 
the survival of both Tigray and the Tigrayan people are at risk.  
 
The conflict seems set to continue, with the real possibility of spreading, within 
Ethiopia and into the wider region.   

 
197 There is reason to believe the drones were flying out of the UAE base at Assab in Eritrea, not least because once the UAE had 
abandoned the base at the end of the year, reports of drone activity in Tigray stopped.  
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4. Progress of the war 
 
By Ermias Teka 
Introduction 
 
There is a fierce controversy about the events that led to the war. There are two 
antagonistic and mutually contradictory views: one from the Ethiopian government 
and the other promoted by the Tigrayan regional government. They revolve around 
which side started the war and also the incident that led to the conflict. The Tigrayan 
authorities claimed that sometime late in the evening of 3 November, 2020, the 
federal government airlifted commandos to Mekelle in an attempt to eliminate the 
Tigrayan leadership.198 The ôsurgical operationõ led to an intense fighting that lasted 
about half an hour but apparently failed to achieve its objective. The Ethiopian 
government rejects the accusation, while conceding that it sent planes that evening 
as part of a scheduled arrangement to replace old currency.199 
 
Immediately following this incident, the Tigray Special Forces (TSF) are reported to 
have carried out a òhighly organizedó offensive against many camps of the 
Ethiopian National Defence Force (ENDF) Northern Command, a t various sites in 
Tigray. The swift and highly coordinated TSFõs attacks on the Northern Command 
suggested that they were pre-planned and meticulously organi sed, well before the 
event. The Prime Minister later admitted that over 200 camp sites were 
simult aneously hit by the Tigrayan forces.200 
 
 The following day a statement claimed to have been released by the Northern 
Command was shown on Tigray TV, controlled by the Tigrayan regional 
government, which claimed that the Northern Command had transferred its  
allegiance to the Tigray government. It said this had happened because the Federal 
Government was beyond its term of office and was therefore unconstitutional. 201 The 
broadcast also called on other ENDF commands to follow their example. The 
question of how much of the Northern Command actually joined the Tigrayan forces 
remains ambiguous and controversial. What is certain is that, while a significant 
contingent of the Northern Command (primarily those in which Tigrayan soldiers 
were in the majority) did break ranks and joined the Tigrayan forces, many other 
units remained either hostile or uncooperative. The TSF was accused of ruthlessly 
attacking or besieging units that did not join it, including the command 
headquarters in Mekelle.202203 At the same time sizable contingents near Tigrayõs 
northern border fled into Eritrea, while camps in western Tigray were able to fend 
off the TSF attacks and retain their mechanised divisions.  
 

 
198 https://eritreahub.org/breaking -ethiopias-failed -surgical-strike-commando-raid-to-remove-the-tigray -leadership 
199  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jZG54jx -1kc 
200 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xoVlK9RLin0&ab_channel=OfficeofthePrimeMinister -Ethiopia  
201 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Aijk5oiai8o  
202 https://www.janes.com/defence -news/news -detail/ethiopia -says-northern -command-is-counterattacking-tigray -rebels 
203 https://www.reuters.com/article/us -ethiopia-conflict -attack-idUSKBN28R1IE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jZG54jx-1kc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xoVlK9RLin0&ab_channel=OfficeofthePrimeMinister-Ethiopia
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4.1 ENDF offensives along the southwestern front  
 

The federal authorities complained repeatedly that their troops had been ôstabbed in 
the back.õ204 But credible evidences from different sources make it clear that the 
Ethiopian army was not sit ting idly by when the attack occurred. An on the record 
admission by ENDF official revealed that the high command was making 
preparations of its own. 205 Moreover, Mesfin Hagos, former minister of defense of 
Eritrea, relying on sources inside the Eritrean military as well as Eritrean opposition 
intelligence sources, reported that òlarge number of Ethiopian elite units had slowly 
trickled into Eritreaó which were to coordinate with the North command for a swift 
multi -frontal attack on Tigray . 206 Similar reports from various sources show that the 
ENDF had mobili sed sizable contingents in the areas bordering on South and South 
Western Tigray several days ahead of the attack on Northern Command. 207  
 
But it appears that before the Ethio-Eritrean coordinated attack was executed, the 
Tigray Special Forces outmaneuvered them by carrying out the surprise attack on 
the North command momentarily causing vulnerability  for the Ethiopian s. 
However, the òanticipatoryó attack of the TSF only succeeded in inflicting a 
temporary setback to Abiyõs and Isayasõ plans. Their prolonged and extensive 
preparations enabled them to quickly improvise for a counterattack whose 
magnitude was beyond anything their antagonists expected.  
 
On 4 November, claiming ôprovocationsõ in Soroka and Kirakir (border villages 
between the Amhara and Tigray states) the combined forces of the ENDF, Amhara 
Special Forces and Amhara militia attacked on the southwestern front, particularly 
in the area of Dansha.208 Moreover  and apparently by prior agreement, the Sudanese 
sealed off the border areas thus preventing essential supplies from getting through 
to Tigray. 209 
 
The Tigrayans were clearly unprepared for the magnitude and intensity of the ENDF 
counterattack. In May 2021, an unnamed senior official in the Tigray Defence Forces 
(TDF) gave a brief statement regarding the condition of the army and the course of 
the war.210  
 
òWe entered the war before we had time to strengthen our forces, train the youth 
and equip ourselves sufficiently with weaponry. However, the (TDF) army 

 
204 https://www.reuters.com/article/us -ethiopia-conflict -attack-idUSKBN28R1IE 
205 https://twitter.com/meleshayelom/status/1373197800268238849?s=20  
206 https://eritreahub.org/mesfin -hagos-eritreas-role-in-ethiopias-conflict -and-the-fate-of-eritrean-refugees 
207 https://addisstandard.com/news -analysis-amhara-region-police-chief-reveals-how-regions-police-force-guided -federal-
steel-clad-mechanized-forces-to-join-war -in-tigray/  
208 https://addisstandard.com/news -analysis-amhara-region-police-chief-reveals-how-regions-police-force-guided -federal-
steel-clad-mechanized-forces-to-join-war -in-tigray/  
209 https://www.youtube.com  
210 
https://www.facebook.com/dimtsiweyane/v ideos/248148803754173/?__cft__[0]=AZXIpIKSH40MJ5B02uCNwGI3ianYT5D3J
JidyRsKDEHoWmp43Os3B2YTZh00jAhmNA -
AD59bBzPobhXmncR6sNZK6WLEXUi5aNi01SBSVCyTwE_rJZAU6FioaL9aaHbyEECzztK-zjp1pKbVXXdGy7FDiP7T -jgS-
1R2ggTlwk5LHQ&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R 
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encountered these challenges by using ambush and mobility tactic and faced the 
enemy by taking into account its strategiesó.  
 

He claimed the TDF had grown in strength over time and attributed the revival of 
Tigrayan forces to the fact that they are fighting a just war.   
 
òThe leadership has reformed itself anew and the youth also flooded in once 
again. The novices, as well as those who had acquired experience in warfare have 
gathered together. (TDF), using ambush, semi-ambush and mobile fighting, is 
scoring victory over the enemy.  The power balance is shifting. After some time, 
once we are completed all the necessary preparations, we will start dominating 
the situation and will make the transition to full blown offensives.  It can be said 
that right now the (TDF) army is in good shape.ó 

 
Officials of the Tigray government repeatedly accused the Ethiopian army of using 
the human wave tactic in Dansha and subsequent ferocious battles. This is plausible. 
The Tigrayans were forced to give up well fortified positions, including trenches, 
despite having trained forces, boosted by battle-hardened veterans and ex ENDF 
soldiers in their ranks. Local and international observers, who had expected 
prolonged and entrenched warfare to last for months before any significant 
territorial gains were made, were taken by surprise. 211 The ENDF and their allies 
were able to advance rapidly, captur ing several towns in South-Western Tigray. By 7 
November, merely 4 days after the start of the war, ENDF had taken Mai Deliye, 
Dansha and Humera Airport. Moreover, Lugdi, a strategic town along the Ethio -
Sudanese border linking western Tigray to Sudan, fell to the federal forces, thereby 
severing what would otherwise have been a key supply route into Tigray. 212 
  
Aware that ENDFõs South-Western offensive was aimed at driving a wedge between 
Tigray and Sudan, Tigray Defence Forces mounted a fierce resistance near Baeker, 
on the hills just a few kilometres from Humera Airport. 213 As long as they were able 
to keep hold of Baeker and Rawyan, Sudan was still within the Tigrayanõs reach. 
ENDF officers who took part in the battle of Baeker attested to the fierceness of the 
fighting 214. It was at this moment that the Ethiopian military reportedly decided to 
involve their Eritrean counterpart. Debretsion Gebremichael, president of Tigray 
regional state, later claimed that, in the heat of the battle, the Eritrean army carried 
out a blanket bombardment of Humera town from their side of the border. This 
forced the TSF to divert resources from the Baeker defensive line.215 Humera 
residents who fled to Sudan confirmed that the town was indeed shelled with heavy 
artillery from a cross the Mereb river.216 It appears the Ethiopian side, when 
confronted with the stubborn resistance which was likely to keep their offensive in 

 
211 https://www.crisisgroup.org /africa/horn -africa/ethiopia/ethiopias -clash-tigray -getting -ceasefire-and-national -dialogue 
212 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZaPXnqtNtUw  
213 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wzn4i2RSS80  
214 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wzn4i2RSS80  
215 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uvT4A4uLY9w  
216 https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/11/ethiopia -unlawful -shelling-tigray -urban-areas 
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check for days, invited Eritrean mechani sed units to intervene. This was the first 
instance in which the Eritre an army was overtly involved in the conflict.  
 
With the fall of Baeker, the ENDF quickly moved to seize control of the north 
western towns of Rawyan, Humera and Mai Cadra, probably without stiff 
resistance.217 Tigrayan sources indicated that the Eritrean army, which crossed the 
Ethiopian border the very next day, involved its ground forces during the capture of 
these towns. With the capture of Humera and Rawyan the first mission of the ENDF 
- sealing off Tigray from the West and Sudan - was complete. It was completed in 
only one week.  
 
The TSFõs direction of retreat from the western front appears to have been along the 
Tekezze river towards Waldibba and Mai Tsemri. They were rapidly pursued by 
ENDF and Amhara forces. However, before the main body of TSFõs western corps, 
including its leadership, was able to cross the Tekezze river and head towards the 
better fortified town of Shire, an Eritrean contingent (possibly assisted by ENDF 
units of the Northern Command that had crossed to Eritrea during the initial 
Tigrayan attack) quickly moved South from Badme, capturing Shiraro, Asgede 
Tsimbla, Alogen and finally the Tekezze bridge. At about the same time a joint 
ENDF-Amhara contingent moved up and captured Waldibba and Mai Tsemre, 
thereby almost completely encircling the retreating Tigrayan forces. General Migbe, 
one of the leaders of TSF military corps described just how dire the situation was in 
a speech to Tigrayan forces, which was leaked: 
 
òThe enemy came in the direction of Waldibba; it also came through 
Tselemti ð Mai Tsebri.  About two divisions of Shaõabiya (Eritrean Defence 
Force - EDF) came through Tekezze from up top. They took control of 
Debre Abay and Aloguen; Tekezze too. It occupied the bridge you crossed 
and approached nearer. We had wounded among us. Leadership was with 
us éó218 

 
Despite this, before the encirclement was complete, the Tigrayan forces managed to 
find an opening and evade capture to be reunited with TSF regiments in Zana. After 
the capture of Welqait and Humera, ENDF divisions which c ame all the way from 
South-Western Tigray joined Eritrean forces that arrived southwards from Shiraro in 
time for a combined assault on Shire.219  
 
Tigrayan forces attempted to delay ENDF/EDF advance by destroying bridges, 
including on the Tekezze, and digg ing holes at several spots along the B-30 
highway. 220 But that doesnõt seem to have slowed down the momentum of the 
advance to an appreciable extent.  
 

 
217 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C2WXHIIEE5A  
218 https://www.youtube.co m/watch?v=fPX8eceONSA  
219 https://www.theguardian.com/global -development/2020/dec/21/slaughtered -like-chickens-eritrea-heavily -involved -in-
tigray -conflict -say-eyewitnesses 
220 https://www.reuters.com/article/us -ethiopia-conflict -bridges-idUSKBN27X2QO 
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4.2 The northern fronts  
 
On 13 November , the Eritrean army began powerful offensives on four fronts  along 
the northern border. Tigrayan media claimed that 16 divisions of EDF, in 
conjunction with ENDF Northern Command detachments, attacked simultaneously 
at Rama, Tsorena, Gerhu Sernay and Zalambessa.221 222 Mesfin Hagos provides 
extensive details of the Eritrean divisions deployed through one of these fronts:  
 

Through Zalambessa alone, the Eritrean president sent in the 42nd and 
49th mechanized divisions and the 11th, 17th, 19th and 27th infantry divisions. On 
reaching Edaga-Hamus, south of Adigrat and north of Mekelle, these divisions 
were reinforced with addition five Eritrean divisions, including the 2nd  brigade of 
the 525th commando division. He also unleashed the 26th, 28th, and 53rd infantry 
and 46th and 48th mechanized divisions on the Adwa front along with only one 
division of the Ethiopian federal army .223  

 
The Eritreans used blanket bombardments of the towns, with Zalambessa shelled for 
13 consecutive hours.224 The Tigrayan forces responded by rapidly  withdrawing 
from  the towns in an attempt to minimi se damage to the urban areas, but fierce 
fighting continued nearby. Wave after wave of relentless Eritrean offensives, at 
several points along the border, coupled with indiscriminate bombardment of towns 
with heavy artillery and air raids, overwhelmed the Tigrayan defensive line, which 
was spread thin in face of the multi -frontal attacks. 
 
The Tigrayan strategy appeared to be to deal with the Northern Command (more 
than half of the entire ENDF army) by capt uring or neutralising those members who 
opposed their cause and co-opting those that would support the Tigrayan resistance. 
With its newly acquired mechanised divisions, the TSF hoped to force their 
opponents to the negotiating table. Initially the strateg y appeared to be having some 
success. But the Tigrayan side counted on the much-needed heavy artillery, which 
they had were seized from the Northern Command, to counter the enemyõs 
firepower. However, much to the dismay of the Tigrayan forces, the large we aponry 
they had amassed were neutralized before they could be used to influence the course 
of the war to any appreciable extent.225  
 
The Ethiopian government claimed its air force was able to destroy the tanks and 
heavy artillery, while capturing those tha t remained, in just days after the start of the 
conflict. The Tigray regional government, on the other hand, reassured the Tigrayan 
public, during the first phases of the war that it was still in possession of the 
weapons, but claimed that it needed time to regroup and remobili se its newly 
formed mechanized division to support its ground forces. By 15 November, 

 
221 https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=UfxvVlHnojA  
222 https://www.theguardian.com/global -development/2020/dec/21/slaughtered -like-chickens-eritrea-heavily -involved -in-
tigray -conflict -say-eyewitnesses 
223 https://eritreahub.org/mesfin -hagos-eritreas-role-in-ethiopias-conflict -and-the-fate-of-eritrean-refugees 
224 http://www.tigraionline.com/ethio -eritrean-crimes-in-za-anbessa.pdf 
225 https://sites.tufts.edu/reinventingpeace/2021/01/29/they -have-destroyed-tigray-literally -mulugeta -gebrehiwot -speaks-
from -the-mountains -of-tigray/  
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however, the Tigrayan side began accusing the UAE of using its base in the Eritrean 
port of Assab to launch drone strikes in the unfolding war. 226 Since the Ethiopian air 
force lacked precision guided missile technology to single out specific targets, its 
claim of effectively neutralizing the entire arsenal of the Northern Command by air 
force attacks was hard to credit.227 228 Though the UAEõs Assab base did indeed 
contain drones, only limited evidence has been provided of their use in Tigray. 229 
Independent investigations of the drone allegations by Bellingcat came to the 
following conclusion: 230 
òIn sum, the claims made by the Tigray forces are not impossible, but so far they 
seem improbable. Satellite imagery confirms the presence of Chinese-produced 
drones at the UAEõs military base in Assab, but that is all it confirms. There is 
currently no further evidence that these same drones have been involved in 
operations in support of the Ethiopian air  force, though there have been 
confirmed sightings of Ethiopian jet fighters in the conflict zone.ó 

 
Despite this, one fact remains incontestable. Regardless of how it happened, most of 
the artillery of the Northern Command (which constituted more than half of the 
entire Ethiopian military arsenal) was destroyed before it could be put to use by 
Tigrayan Special Forces. Of course, the TSF was still in possession of significant 
missiles and rockets till mid -November, which it used to strike airports of Gondar, 
Bahr Dar and Asmara. The apparent aim was to disable EDF/ENDF aerial attacks. 
However, these systems were incapable of halting the enemy advance.231 232 
 
 
4.3 The Southern Front  
 
In contrast to the swift advances of ENDF and EDF from the West and North 
respectively, the southern front remained relatively stagnant with no significant 
territorial gains. The forces deployed to break through TSF defensive lines included 
(in addition to the ENDF and the EDF 233234) Amhara Special Forces,235 and Amhara 
militia, as well as Somali troops.236 Alamata, a border town in South Tigray, was 
captured by ENDF and Amh ara forces on 16 November, two weeks after the war 
broke out. Even then, advancing further North against the Tigrayans proved costly 
and difficult. Battles around Mekoni and Chercher, which were the two pivots of 
attack from the south, proved indecisive. T here was intense fighting that lasted 
several days without any meaningful territorial advance. 237 Tigrayan sources 
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claimed that the TSF was able to repulse Ethiopian offensives with its much smaller 
defensive units repeatedly inflicting huge losses on the advancing forces.238  
 
4.4 The ENDFõs strategy 
 
Addis Ababaõs approach to what it labelled ôlaw enforcement operationõ was simple. 
It had set a daringly tight schedule and was therefore prepared to use all means, and 
pay any price, to take control of Mekelle  in less than a month. The stories that 
emanated from eyewitnesses about the capture of scores of Tigrayan towns, 
including Dansha Shire, Zalambessa, Adigrat and Wukro, all followed similar 
patterns. First the towns were indiscriminately shelled with heavy  artillery, resulting 
in huge civilian casualties and property damage. 239 Similarly, air raids were carried 
out by the Ethiopian air force, allegedly targeting the towns rather than the 
entrenched TSF defensive lines.240  
 
The aim seems to have been to cause a sudden, all-consuming terror and confusion 
among both the Tigrayan civilians and the defending forces. This was designed to 
cause momentary indecision and bewilderment in the Tigrayan chain of command.  
It was also claimed to have been used to intimidate and subsequently force the 
withdrawal of the local forces who were keen to keep the towns intact. 241 This was 
followed by, and at times coupled with, the alleged use of ôhuman waveõ tactics. 
Hundreds of soldiers were made to rush straight onto entrenched TSF lines, forcing 
the defending troops to retreat and give up their strongholds. This is what appears 
to have taken place at May Kadra, with the Amhara militia taking many casualties. It 
was followed by attacks on civilians when the Amhara and Ethiopian f orces finally 
took the town. 242 
 
These tactics enabled the advancing force to speedily capture several areas, albeit at 
the cost of heavy casualties and material losses. The Tigrayans also accused their 
opponents of deploying thousands of barely trained and ill -disciplined local militia 
and regional Special Forces on the frontlines as cannon fodder, to minimize the 
casualties of the better trained and disciplined national armies of the EDF/ENDF. 243 
This apparently enabled the advancing force to conserve its core strength, while 
simultaneously forcing their opponents to prematurely use up their firepower. In 
just five weeks the war in Tigray fought scores of battles, with some of the bloodiest 
and most brutal confrontations.  
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By 25 November , the combined forces of the Ethiopian and Eritrean coalition were 
able to make major territorial advances on all the three critical fronts. They captured 
Shire, Axum and Adwa from the West; Adigrat and Idaga Hamus from the North 
and Chercher, Mekoni and Hiwane fro m the South. The combined forces then 
proceeded to approach Mekelle from three directions, i.e., via Nebelet-Hawzien ð 
Abraha we Atsbaha; Frewoyni ðNegash and Hiwane.244 The forces that followed the 
first two lines of advance probably came together at Wukro , while Hiwane served as 
a point of convergence for the contingents which mobilized from Korem and 
Chercher.  On 27 November, Prime Minister Abiy announced he was launching of 
the final phase of the ôlaw enforcement operationõ which was to culminate with the 
capture of Mekelle.245  
 
Despite the ENDF advances on all fronts, the Tigrayan leadership remained defiant. 
News of victories on several battle fronts, of Tigrayan forces repulsing wave after 
wave of enemy attack, was broadcast repeatedly on Tigrayan controlled stations: 
Demtsi Weyane and Tigray TV. They concentrated on the huge human and material 
losses TSF was able to inflict on their adversaries. Territorial concessions were 
presented as strategic withdrawals. At one-point  Getachew Reda, a senior leader 
and spokesperson for the Tigray regional government, insisted: òOur aim is not to 
prevent them from taking cities, but to make it impossible for them to keep themó.246  
 
Behind this façade of defiance, the leadership in Mekelle seems to have realised soon 
after the fighting started  that they would lose a conventional war. As the Ethiopian 
forces inched closer to the regional capital, the TPLF leadership rapidly adjusted 
their military strategy and started to prepare for an inevitable withdrawal to the hills 
to pursue guerrilla warfa re. The TSF strategy in many of the battles fought after 
surrendering western Tigray can be interpreted in this light. Tigrayan units sought 
to hold out as long as they could, inflict as much damage on the advancing army and 
then withdraw before incurring significant losses. Roads and bridges were 
destroyed to slow down enemy advances, to give enough time for the leadership in 
Mekelle to make preparations for the inevitable future life in the hills. News of 
victories started to incorporate slogans like òour struggle is bitter but short; yet our 
victory is inevitable.ó These were versions of slogans last used during the 17 years 
guerrilla war that ended in 1991. On 27 November, the Tigray regional government 
came out with the statement that the Tigrayan forces were to pursue a ôunique 
struggleõ befitting the circumstances thus cryptically admitting the transition of 
Tigrayan resistance to guerrilla warfare. 247 
 
4.5 Retreat and consolidation  
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On 28 November, the Ethiopian led forces began their direct assault on Mekelle.248 
The capital was indiscriminately bombarded for several hours. As a result, 27 
civilians were killed and 100 wounded. 249 A few hours later the Ethiopian 
government announced that it had taken control of the city. 250 Debretsion 
Gebremichael, president of Tigray regional state, later confirmed 251 that Tigrayan 
forces had indeed withdrawn from the city, apparently after discussing with the 
cityõs respected elders and businessmen.252 He claimed the decision to leave Mekelle 
was not because of a military defeat, but to save the city from destruction by the 
enemy, whom he accused of looking for an excuse to reduce it to rubble.   
 
In reality the Tigrayan leadership was far from being in control of the situation. On 
the contrary, it seemed momentarily to hav e been in disarray. Accusations were 
reportedly thrown around, accusing the leaders of not making adequate 
preparations for the war, though the signs were evident from early on. Many, even 
within the leadership, lamented not taking heed of the warnings and  advise from 
those who had seen the danger early on. 
 
There was also indecision over how to react to the mass exodus of civilians who 
followed the retreating Tigrayan force as they withdrew from Mekelle. Mulugeta 
Gebrehiwot, former TPLF central committee m ember, described the frantic nature of 
the withdrawal:  
 
òSo many people moved out of the cities of Tigray towards the rural areas 
following the army, including some of their families. So, we were caught in 
between.... Are we going to defend these people who flocked out of the 
cities with their families? Or are we going to fight? I mean, the army was 
caught in between.ó253 
 

Nevertheless, fighting continued in the outskirts of Mekelle as the retreating 
Tigrayan army was determined to slow down its withdrawal i nto the highlands of 
central Tigray. Meanwhile its leadership sought to cut their losses and instead focus 
on securing safe areas, somewhere deep in central Tigray, where political leaders, 
who had little contribution to make in the armed conflict, could e vade repeated 
manhunts by the Ethiopian forces. 
  
After the capture of Mekelle, the vicious Tigray war appeared to be culminating in a 
defeat for the regional government and the overwhelming majority of Tigrayans 
who supported them. The leadership was on the run; unimaginable atrocities were 
being committed on civilians on a daily basis. 254 The public struggled to deal with 
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the unexpected defeat of Tigrayan forces and this led many to descend into 
despair.255 In addition, faced with the absence of communication equipment, the 
TPLF leadership remained disconnected from Tigrayan militia who had  lost touch 
with the main forces in various areas across Tigray.256 Confused and isolated, some 
chose to surrender.257 At the same time many Tigrayan troops remained defiant and 
continued mounting isolated resistance in small units throughout the occupied 
territories. Hence local militia of Wejerat, Atsbi, Ahsea, Bora Selewa, Neksege, Mai 
Maedo, Tselemti kept carrying out small scale ambushes against EDF, ENDF and 
Amhara forces.258   
 
At the same time the main corps of the Tigray Special Forces appears to have 
remained intact. The assault and retreat strategy that it followed more or less 
guaranteed that it was able to avoid incurring significant casualties. But rushed 
withdrawal meant it faced severe shortages of arms and military equipment. 259 
Moreover, numero us manhunt operations carried out throughout December, by 
Ethiopian and Eritrean forces, forced the troops to constantly shift their positions. 
Tigray forces prioritized mobility over size and were rumoured to have temporarily 
halted military recruitment. 260 Getachew Reda later recalled that, in these times, TDF 
units were repeatedly at risk of being encircled by EDF and ENDF contingents. He 
claimed they were able to successfully break out, preventing Tigrayan forces from 
being trapped an annihilated.  
 
Even during the tumultuous times of December and January, fierce fighting 
continued along the outer peripheries of TDF strongholds. These consisted more or 
less of the districts of south-central Tigray - Medebay Zana, Naeder Adet, Abergelle, 
Kola Tembien as well as parts of Asgede Tisimbla, Abergelle and Degua Tembien.  
 
As ENDF and EDF forces attempted to move away from the main highways, which 
they had secured, and penetrated into rural areas of south-central Tigray, 
Workamba, Zana, Adet, May Kinetal, Nebelet , Migulat Edaga Arbi and Hawzien, 
they came under repeated attack. The Tigrayans used sudden ambushes as well as 
swift attacks from the enemyõs rear, using small , agile units. The attacks from the 
rear, known among Tigrayans as ôQoretsaõ - a military strat egy the TPLF military 
leaders devised during their guerrilla years - was claimed to have proved decisive in 
frustrating ENDF/EDF offensives. These areas became sites of small scale, but fierce 
fighting, accompanied by massacres of civilians. With the exception of the battle of 
Workamba, where a well -built TDF entrenchment was claimed to have been 
captured by ENDF forces, other battles remained bloody but inconclusive. 
Meanwhile TDF units, deployed along the B -30 and A-2 highway, carried out 
repeated ambushes aimed at disrupting EDF and ENDF supply lines. These had a 
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significant impact on the logistical capability of the occupying forces and also 
negatively affected army morale.  
 
By the end of December, the TDF leadership had recovered sufficiently to re-
establish a more reliable command structure. It was not a coincidence that it was at 
this time that the exiled government of Tigray issued its first statement since its 
retreat into the hills. Call to arms resonated throughout the statement, largely 
directed at Tigrayan youth. These calls were repeated on 9 and 15 of January, 
signifying that Tigray Defence Forces was ready to expand its military capacity.  
 
4.6 Tigray Defence Force expansion and the start of semi -conventional warfare  
 
The unexpected resurgence of Tigray Defence Forces, from near extinction to one 
boasting tens of thousands of fighters, was probably the result of several interrelated 
factors. The capture and the public ridiculing of veteran TPLF leaders and the 
apparently deliberate assassination of some (including the former minister of foreign 
affairs, Seyoum Mesfin261) caused delight and celebration in Addis Ababa and Bahir 
Dar. The Tigrayan public, however, were disgusted. Moreover, there was 
widespread indignation at the atrocities, rape, loo ting, persecution and mass 
murders routinely carried out by ENDF and EDF soldiers. These events, coupled 
with the apathy and subtle support from Ethiopianists, crystalli sed in Tigrayans a 
sense of betrayal and indignation that they had harboured for the pr evious 3 years. 
This was exacerbated by attacks on the territorial integrity of Tigray. This included 
open declarations by the Amhara regional State authorities regarding the 
extrajudicial annexation of parts of western and southern Tigray, 262 as well as the 
occupation of a corridor along the northern border of Tigray by the Eritrean army. 
These developments were accompanied by programs of ethnic cleansing against 
Tigrayans. These entrenched the animosities of many Tigrayans and invoked a 
strong desire for creating an independent Tigray nation among ordinary people.  
 
The opening of pro-TDF radio stations, disseminating reports of battlefield victories 
of Tigrayan forces, also served to connect the leadership with people in rural areas, 
urban residents and the diaspora. The re-appearance of the popular leaders like 
Debretsion Gebremichael and Getachew Reda (who had been repeatedly declared 
dead by pro-government media) alongside opposition leaders like Mehari Yohannes 
of Tigrayan Independence Party (who joined the resistance despite political 
differences) broadened the appeal for the TDF cause among Tigrayans, even if they 
were not affiliated to the TPLF. As a consequence, support of the public for the 
struggling military leadership soared and encouraged many re cruits to flood into 
TDF military training sites.  
 
Throughout January and February 2021, TDF operations were confined to small 
scale skirmishes often involving brigade level encounters. By the beginning of 
March, however, Tigrayan sources indicated that as the capacity of TDF rose, their 
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forces were able to increase the magnitude and number of combat engagements 
throughout central and southern Tigray. Getachew Reda identified the battles of 
Maekel Segli, in central Tigray and Werkedino, in Wag zone of neighbouring 
Amhara region, as the first instances in which several battalions of TDF were 
involved in semi -conventional engagement with large contingents of the EDF and 
ENDF. This heralded that the tide had turned. According to insiders this was the 
first tim e Tigrayan forces engaged directly with the Eritrean army since the capture 
of Mekelle. Additional battles in Tselego and Dengolat were also perceived to have 
shown the newly enhanced military capability of the TDF.  
 
The beginning of April saw mounting in ternational pressure which caused concern 
for the Ethiopian authorities that Eritrean forces might be forced to withdraw from 
Tigray. According to Tigrayan sources this led to renewed efforts to crush the TDF 
once and for all, before the Eritrean withdrawa l took effect. This resulted in the EDF 
and ENDF carrying out large scale offensives in southern and central Tigray; areas 
which had remained TDF strongholds. This coincided with PM Abiyõs claim of 
ENDF fighting on 8 fronts 263 and lent credibility to sugges tions that large scale 
battles were indeed being fought inside Tigray. In the aftermath of the battles, 
Tigrayan forces claimed major victories, including inflicting huge losses on Eritrean 
contingents. ENDF also claimed victory. The assertions of both sides remained 
elusive and difficult to verify. However, the fact that the B -30 highway linking Adwa 
to Adigrat was closed for several days, allegedly blocked by Tigrayan forces, may 
show the enhanced the ability of TDF to fight in areas beyond its stronghold , as well 
as a corresponding decline in the ENDF and EDFõs grip on Tigray.  
 
4.7 Overall War Progress: November 2020 to May 2021 
 
After the capture of Mekelle, allied Ethiopian and Eritrean forces sought to continue 
the momentum and quickly advanced on Alaõisa and Gereb Segen.264 The pattern of 
ENDF/EDF offensives remained consistent. Towns were shelled indiscriminately 265 
a few days prior the arrival of the ground troops and where the army encountered 
stiff resistance, massacres of civilians followed. 266 The towns of Alaõisa, Hagere 
Selam, Agbe and Abi Addi were captured in quick succession.  
 
Then, on 4 December, the ENDF mounted an offensive on Werqamba town, 17 km 
north of Abiy Addi, where they faced fierce resistance from Tigrayan forces. 267 It was 
rumoured that the TPLF leadership was hiding in the town. 268 After intense fighting 
(during which Tigrayan forces claimed to have inflicted heavy losses on their 
opponents) the ENDF eventually took control of the town. Yet, the TPLF leaders 
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remained elusive. With the capture of Werqamba the road connecting Mekelle to 
Adwa, and through to Abiy Addi, fell into the hands of the Ethiopian forces.  
 
On the southern front, the ENDF contingent advanced towards Gereb Segen, 
reaching Samre town towards the end of December, which was captured after brief 
but intense fighting. Simultaneously, Gijet town, a few kilometres away, was 
subjected to a blanket bombardment in preparation for a subsequent attack.269  
 
On the northern front, Ethio -Eritrean forces attempted to move beyond the B-30 
highway and deeper into south -central Tigray. However, their attempt to capture 
Medebay Zana and Naeder appears to have proved unsuccessful, as the Tigrayans 
were reportedly able to repulse ENDF offensive around Adi Achelai. 270 These areas 
remained TDF stronghold from which they were able to mount subsequent attacks. 
Fighting was also reported around Asgede Tsimbla, Edaga Hamus, Sasei Tsadaimba 
and Dengelat, with apparently inconclusive outcomes. 271 
 
The beginning of January saw new fronts and deeper penetration of EDF and ENDF 
forces into previously unconquered areas of central and Northern Tigray. To the 
north west of Mekelle, the allied forces carried out offensives against the towns of 
Tsigereda, administrative centre of the mountai nous district of Geralta, with the 
direction of attack likely originating from Alaõisa.272 To the south, forces mobilizing 
from Maichew attacked Amba Alaje and went as far as Bora town. 273 Meanwhile, 
Eritrean troops had already set up secure administrative areas along the border with 
Tigray, including Zalambessa, Irob, Gerhu Sirnay, Rama and Shiraro.274 However, 
rural areas and towns between this buffer zone and the B-30 highway southwards 
remained under the  control of the TDF and hostile Tigrayan militia. Th e Tigrayans 
targeted crucial supply routes along Rama-Adwa and Zalambessa-Adigrat roads. 
Intending to nullify these intermittent attacks, EDF offensives were launched from 
Kerseber town, between Adigrat and Zalambessa, to areas as far as Assimba 
Mountains.  Similar offensives were carried out against Debre Damo and Bizet.275 
 
Ethio-Eritrean forces soon discovered that holding towns far from the highway was 
far more difficult than capturing them. The Tigrayans kept targeting supply routes 
and mounting unexpect ed attacks against the towns themselves, only to withdraw 
before supporting units arrived from nearby garrisons. Consistent with this pattern, 
the TDF launched a series of attacks on several towns of northern and central Tigray. 
As such, mid-January offensives by the TDF on Daero Hafash, Edaga Arbi, Mai 
Kinetal, Nebelet and Hawzen appear to have been successful and the Tigrayans 
were even able to occupy several of them, even if they were only held temporarily. 
Among these offensives, Daero Hafash, near Axum, stands out as one involving the 
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most intense and lengthy fighting. Tigrayan sources claimed to have inflicted 
upwards of 4,000 casualties on EDF/ENDF forces.276 
  
Fighting intensified throughout February. Ethio -Eritrean forces continued to mount 
attacks on the mountainous areas of central Tigray. Conversely, TDF kept targeting 
the enemyõs supply routes and carrying out ambushes, choosing spots where the 
advancing force would be vulnerable. On the central front, rural areas around 
Nebelet remained a focal point of repeated clashes between the TDF and EDF, with 
the former persistently mounting surprise attacks, involving ôQoretsaõ maneuvers, to 
make sustained occupation untenable.  
 
With the approach of the annual òLekatit 11ó celebration (18 February 2021), 
commemorating the start of Tigrayan armed struggle, the TDF leadership planned a 
series of high-profile attacks in an attempt to score victories that would reinvigo rate 
popular support for the resistance. Consequently, on February 8th, Tigrayan forces 
carried out an operation named after the late Ambassador Seyoum Mesfin around 
Juamare, Kola Tembien. After a series of battles in the surrounding area, the TDF 
claimed to have defeated a battalion sized contingent of Ethio-Eritrean forces which 
had been drafted into the area.277  
 
By mid -February, even more significant battles were fought in Mai Kinetal, Gijet and 
Samre, lasting several days. In the aftermath of the fighting, Tigrayan forces 
temporarily recaptured the towns and allegedly inflicted heavy losses on 
EDF/ENDF before withdrawing to the mountains. 278 In Mai Kinetal alone, Tigrayan 
forces claimed to have killed or captured more than 2,000 EDF soldiers. This was the 
first time since November when Tigrayan forces had faced such sizable enemy 
contingent. It appears to have served as a reversal of fortune for the EDF/ENDF 
while emboldening the Tigrayan side. In the aftermath of the battle, a TDF statement 
said: òthe defeat showed that the Eritrean army is not as formidable as is being 
claimed to be.ó279 To friend and foe alike, it was presented as evidence that the TDF 
was capable of moving beyond mounting guerrilla  attacks and could openly engage 
the Eritrean army and come out on top.  
 
 On 20 February, the government of Tigray issued a statement listing its terms for 
peace negotiation. These included the unconditional withdrawal of Eritrean and 
Amhara forces from Tigray; an independent investigation of alleged atrocitie s 
committed in Tigray and a vehement denunciation of the Tigray interim 
administration, appointed by the government in Addis Ababa. 280 More than 
anything, the statement revealed the Tigrayans belief in the ability of their military 
to maintain a sustained resistance that would be sufficient to force negotiation on 
their own terms. That, at least, was what the Tigrayan authorities wished the world 
to believe. The fact that the ENDF was by this time reportedly digging trenches 

 
276 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=400214517874452  
277 https://www.facebook.com/dimtsiweyane/videos/902161903930979/?app=fb  
278 https://youtu.be/DITmA2gHg3M  
279 https://www.facebook.com/dimtsiweyane/videos/1372380593106357/?app=fbl  
280 https://www.facebook.com/282348198530030/posts/3663465353751614/?app=fbl  
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around Mekelle, moving into a def ensive posture, appeared to affirm a gradual shift 
in the military strength among the antagonists. 281 
 
March saw evidence of the enhanced of military capability of TDF. Multiple semi -
conventional battles took place involving several brigades from both sides, with 
correspondingly high human casualties. During the first week of March, major 
offensives were carried out around Samre, Bora and Ofla, by the combined armies of 
Ethiopia and Eritrea, and supported by Amhara regional forces, in an attempt to 
overwhelm southern Tigray and weaken TDF presence there.282 The fighting 
provided evidence of the involvement of Eritrean forces in southern Tigray. This 
coincided with reports of Ethiopian forces being redeployed to central and southern 
Ethiopia, to head off an increased threat from the Oromo Liberation Front. The 
ENDF was gradually yielding Tigray to Eritrea while moving its forces in Oromia. 
After several days of fighting , it appears that TDF units were able to carry out 
successive ambushes as well as entrenched engagements in the area. As a result, 
they wore down enemy attacks, neutrali sing thousands of EDF/ENDF soldiers in 
the process. This meant an increased presence of TDF in southern Tigray, which led 
to their subsequent infiltration attacks into neighbou ring Amhara territory.  
 
Towards the middle of March two major infiltration -type offensives were carried out 
by the TDF deep into Amhara territory. On March 18 th Tsata town, an administrative 
center in the Wag Himra Zone of the Amhara region, was attacked by TDF 
infiltration units. 283 Besides aiming to acquire much needed military equipment and 
supplies, while simultaneously weakening Amhara forces in the area, the TDF 
leadership also appears to have intended to make a statement that it was now a force 
to be reckoned with.  
  
By the beginning of April, Ethio -Eritrean forces carried out huge operations 
described as ôonce and for allõ attacks.284 Several divisions of EDF/ENDF were 
mobili sed in almost all fronts of central and southern Tigray. The Tigrayan media 
house, Demtsi Weyane, reported extended fighting around Endabaguna, Seleh Leha, 
Zana, Hawzien, Maikinetal, Edaga Arbi and Wojerat. 285 The multi -frontal Ethio -
Eritrean offensive, which involved mechani sed divisions and aerial support, 
continued in full force u ntil the middle of April. Both sides claimed to have achieved 
major victories, which is difficult to verify. However, it is evident that the Ethio -
Eritrean forces terminated the operation before achieving their main objective ð the 
complete eradication of the TDF. Contrary to ENDF claims, several videos of large 
contingents of TDF units celebrating victory, as well as mobilizing for another 
operation, were released on social media.286 This was followed, on April 26 th, by 

 
281 https://martinplaut.com/2021/02/16/situation -report -eepa-horn-no-85-16-february -2021/ 
282 https://nitter.fdn.fr/MapEthiopia/status/1370442748185038853#m  
https://www.facebook.com/dimtsiweyane/videos/445785693505490/?app=fbl  
283 https://www.facebook.com/tmhtv/videos/1710799 98066137/?app=fbl 
https://www.bbc.com/amharic/news -56481575.amp#click=https://t.co/b2BJkcieb8  
284 https://www.facebook.com/tmhtv/videos/3650642208317718/?app=fbl  
285 https:// www.facebook.com/dimtsiweyane/videos/464956238039523/?app=fbl  
286 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i5ki5yyFSfY  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cgrGcIkj6BQ  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mo60DcgRPSc  
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i5ki5yyFSfY
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another Tigrayan offensive against Ni rak, located inside the Amhara region near 
Abergelle, with TDF infiltration units reportedly destroying a contingent of Amhara 
Special Forces that had camped in the area.287  
 
During the first week of May, TDF infiltration units are reported to have carried  out 
a limited offensive against Eritrean positions near Gerhu Sirnay town, bordering on 
Eritrea.288 The offensive was similar to the ones undertaken inside the Amhara 
region. TDF activities in April and May suggests that, beyond attacks on supply 
highways,  the Tigrayan resistance is likely to continue such limited scale offensives 
targeting weak spots of its opponents. At the same time, it appears unlikely that 
Tigrayan forces will seek to confront EDF/ENDF units head -on and try to make 
territorial advances  any time soon.  
 
4.8 Conclusion  
 
It has now been more than six months since the start of the Tigray war and all the 
available evidence shows itõs unlikely to end soon. At the start of the war, faced with 
relentless attacks by the numerically superior allied forces of Eritrea and Ethiopia,  
Tigrayan Special Forces were forced to withdraw from major towns and retreat to 
the mountains, to conduct a guerrilla  war. Subsequent campaigns, in December and 
January, by the EDF/ENDF into TDF strongholds of central and southern Tigray 
failed to crush Tigrayan resistance. 
  
After barely scraping through its worst period, however, the Tigrayan resistance 
grew in strength. 289 Numerous horrifying atrocities committed by armies of the EDF, 
ENDF and Amhara forces, as well as the annexation of Tigrayan territory, and the 
deliberate destruction and looting of public property, enraged the Tigrayan public 
against the federally appointed interim administration. This period has also seen the 
emergence of the TDF as a truly national resistance movement, not tied to any 
particular political party. Its status has been enhanced by the fact that TPLF 
veterans290 and opposition leaders joined its ranks,291 as did large number of 
Tigrayan youth. 292 They were supported by the emergence of a pan-Tigrayan, and 
highly vocal diaspora 293 which was able to consolidate and mobili se the Tigrayan 
public. These factors served to transform the resistance into an all-inclusive peopleõs 
war. 
  
Meanwhile, the Ethio pian army was facing a significant decline in its operational 
capability. With the Northern Command - its most potent segment - neutralized, the 
Ethiopian national army was at a disadvantage from the beginning. 294 In addition, 

 
287 https://eritreahub.org/tigray -war-independent-report -of-the-battle-for -nirak  
288 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V7eAgtd3Iq4  
289 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/mar/08/atrocities -insurgency-ethiopia-tigray  
290 https://borkena.com/2020/12/11/general -tsadkan-gebretensae-facing-arrest-warrant -over-treason/  
291 https://youtu.be/ZzpH5owidXY  
https://www.facebook.com/VoT2025/videos/3851636794893463/?app=fbl  
292 https://youtu.be/8rzX4RaFbK0  
293 https://columbianewsservice.com/2020/12/16/conflict -in-ethiopia-draws-tigray -diaspora-into-activism/  
294 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xoVlK9RLin0  
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thousands of Tigrayan members of the ENDF, were swiftly side-lined  or imprisoned 
by the Ethiopian government because of their ethnicity, without sufficient 
preparations for their replacement. Considering the fact that the Tigrayans were the 
most experienced members of the military, it is obvious that this would take a 
significant toll on the ENDFõs military capacity. Moreover, the brutal November 
campaign, where the Ethiopian command pursued a strategy that prioritized the 
swift capture of Mekelle over operational efficiency, had result ed in heavy casualties 
and the loss of essential equipment.295 Subsequent ambitious, but ill -conceived, 
campaigns into central Tigray, which attempted to completely eliminate the TPLF 
led resistance, coupled with TDFõs adept utilization of guerrilla warfare, resulted in 
the ENDF losing some of its most experienced troops.296 With most of its divisions 
tied up in Tigray, the rise of insurgency movements, like the Oromo Liberation 
Army 297 and Gumuz Liberation Front 298 in the rest of Ethiopia, as well as a border 
conflict with Sudan, compelled the Ethiopian government to be increasingly reliant 
on Eritrean forces in its Tigray campaign.  
 
Eritrean forces were heavily involved in the Tigray war right from the start. 
Tigrayan sources had claimed that as early as the beginning of November, more than 
half of the EDFõs infantry divisions were already deployed on Tigrayan soil. After 
the fall of Mekelle, the Eritrean army annexed a part of northern Tigray instituting 
military administrations around Zalambessa, Rama, Irob, Gerhu Sirnay and Shiraro. 
Moreover, several divisions of EDF, including the infamous 525 commando division, 
were deployed alongside ENDF units, in ongoing campaigns into central Tigray. 299 
Numerous reports from residents illustrate that few, if any, areas o f central and 
northern Tigray had not been visited by EDF contingents. As early as December, a 
permanent Eritrean presence was reported in several Tigrayan towns including, 
among others, Wukro, Adigrat, Adwa, Shire and Nebellet. 300 
  
By the beginning of February, TDF affiliated sources were repeatedly insisting that 
two thirds of the Ethiopian national army had been ôneutralizedõ and that most of 
the fighting in northern and central Tigray was against EDF units. 301 It was also 
claimed that, if the Eritreans w ere to withdraw, the ENDF alone would be unable to 
contain the Tigrayan Defense Forces.302 With mounting international pressure for the 
Eritrean army to withdraw from Tigray, reports started to emerge that the Eritrean 
army had started to wear ENDF uniform,  with the aim of eventually merging with 
the Ethiopian army. 303 
 

 
295 https://africanarguments.org/2021/02/tigray -one-hundred -days-of-war/  
296 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/04/ethiopias -pm-says-military -fighting -difficult -and-tiresome-guerilla -
war 
297 https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2021/04/27/ethiopias -vicious-deadlock/  
298 https://borkena.com/2021/01/12/benishangul -at-least-60-civili ans-mostly -women-children -killed/  
299 https://youtu.be/z_J5lkRF5kA  
300 https://www.dw.com/en/fact -check-are-other-nations-involved -in-the-war -in-tigray/a -56891431 
301 https://youtu.be/zwz5EIqRcag  
302 https://edition.cnn.com/2021/05/12/africa/tigray -axum-aid-blockade-cmd-intl/index.html  
303 https://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/2/10/407813/World/Africa/Protest -in-South-Africa -over-conflict -in-
Ethiopias.aspx 
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Meanwhile, public opinion in the rest of Ethiopia, beyond the current war, remained 
finely divided over the legitimacy and course of the conflict. The sharp and 
seemingly irreconcilable differ ence of opinion among advocates of the two sides 
appears to align with their respective attitude towards, and identification with, the 
previous history of Ethiopia, as well as their views of the best model of governance 
for the country to follow. Many of t he most vocal advocates of the multinational 
federation denounced Abiyõs attempt to crush Tigray and his alliance with President 
Isaias. This explains the firm support by hard core federalists among the Oromo for 
Tigrayan resistance, despite the TPLFõs previous antagonism towards the OLF. This 
has resulted in a strategic, if unlikely Oromo alliance, with Tigrayans. 304 
 
However, many federalists had been embittered by the behavior of the EPRDF, and 
TPLFõs role within it. As a result, many have remained perceivably apathetic about 
Tigrayõs suffering and have not involved themselves in the conflict. Somali 
nationalists, as well as those of Afar and Southern nationalities, fall into this 
category. While the Special Forces of almost all the regional states participated in the 
war on the side of the federal government, it would be wrong to confuse their role 
with the position the elites of their respective nationalities towards the Tigray war. 
All in all, because of the previous experience that ethnic nationalists had of the TPLF, 
some, who might otherwise have supported Tigrayan resistance, have remained 
divided on the issue. Ethiopianists, however, apart from a small minority, have 
remained strong supporters of the governmentõs crusade against Tigray. 
 
On the other hand, the peopleõs support for the federal government, hadnõt 
translated well when it came to providing recruits for the national army, or at least 
not as much as the federal government had wanted it. While it could be argued that 
there was good response to governmentõs calls for volunteer recruits during the first 
few months, as the war dragged on, and as gossip of the national armyõs high 
casualty rates or the difficulty of fighting against Tigrayan insurgency begun to 
spread among the population, the number of volunteers started to dwindle while the 
governments call of arms began to appear desperate and frequent. Abiy Ahmed 
repeatedly criticized the youth for preferring to ôfight on Facebookõ while the 
country was in desperate need of new conscripts.305 
  
With the failure of the April offensives to decisively defeat the Tigrayan resistance, 306 
it has become clear that the Tigray war is poised to become a protracted conflict, 
threatening to sink the Horn into instability. 307 It is apparent that  over the past 
couple of months, the operational capability of TDF has grown significantly and has 
now reached a point where it is deploying several brigades in its contacts with 
EDF/ENDF units. It appears capable of successfully defending its strongholds in the 
mountainous central and southern Tigray. 308 Moreover, its ambushes targeting the 
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A-2, B-20 and B-30 highways have severely constrained the supply routes of 
EDF/ENDF armies, making it increasingly difficult for its opponents to sustain a 
prolonged occupation of the region.  
  
By May 2021 the rural areas of central and southern Tigray below A-2 and B-30 
highway, as well as smaller towns found farther from the main roads, appeared to 
be firmly under TDF control. The Eritrean forces, on the other hand, hav e 
maintained a firm grip over the larger towns in central Tigray found along the B -30 
and A-2 highways. Towns like Maikinetal, Werqamba, Abiy Addi and Nebelet, 
which are further south of the highway, were also under EDF control. 309 However, 
as these towns are exposed to repeated TDF attacks, it will be difficult for the 
Eritreans to sustain control over them in the coming months, especially during the 
rainy season, which beings in July. ENDF units seem content with administering the 
bigger towns south of Mek elle found along the A -2 highway.  Western Tigray, 
beyond Tekezze river, will probably remain under the control of Amhara forces 310 
and TDF attacks in these areas, especially aimed at sustained territorial advances, 
appear unlikely in the near future.  
 
[Not e: This chapter was written prior to the launching of Operation Alula 311 which 
transformed the war in just ten days, from 18 June to 28 June 2021, with the 
Tigrayans re-capturing Mekelle and a string of other towns and villages.]  
 

5 The Ethiopian national context  
 
Authorõs name withheld  
 
Other chapters in this collection discuss detailed aspects of the war in Tigray: its 
outbreak, conduct and devastating impact within the regional state. This chapter 
broadens the focus to look at other political and confl ict dynamics in Ethiopia and 
their articulation with the war in Tigray. It focuses primarily on politics in the 
Oromo and Amhara arenas. There has been a strong tendency before and after the 
outbreak of fighting in November 2020 to treat the political dive rgence ð and now 
war ð between the federal and Tigray governments as somehow òseparateó and 
separable from other dynamics of the political evolution of Ethiopia. There are 
political and analytical consequences to this approach.  
 
5.1 Contextualising the wa r in Tigray  
 
The government narrative from Addis Ababa since the current Prime Minister came 
to power in April 2018 sought to separate the Tigray Peopleõs Liberation Front 
(TPLF) from other political actors. It attributed responsibility for the ills of ò27 years 

 
309 https://www.eepa.be//wp -content/uploads/2020/11/Situation -Report-EEPA-Horn -No.-100-10-March-2021.docx.pdf 
310 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021 -03-16/ethiopia -s-amhara-seize-disputed -territory -amid-tigray -conflict  
311 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operatio n_Alula . This was named after the general who led Ethiopian forces in battles 
against Ethiopiaõs enemies in the nineteenth century, and is considered the greatest military leader Tigray produced. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ras_Alula#Battle_of_Adwa  
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of darknessó312 to the TPLF, not to the wider ruling Ethiopian Peopleõs Revolutionary 
Democratic Front (EPRDF) of which it was a member. It cast TPLF leaders (and not 
their EPRDF colleagues still in government) as criminals and accused them of 
destabilising the òtransition.ó The narrative has proved clear, effective and popular, 
tirelessly reiterated on all of the media sources easily available to Ethiopiaõs 
public. 313 Since November 2020 the government and its supporters refer to the war 
as a local policing or òlaw and orderó operation against a small group of 
òtreasonousó lawbreakers. Even in the context of the rout of its military forces in late 
June, the government persisted in its òlaw and orderó operation claims.314 The 
approach has been designed to counteract an understanding of the war as driven by 
politics, or tractable only to a political ð not to a policing or military ð solution, as 
most observers believe. The formal proscription by Ethiopian lawmakers on 6 May 
2021 of the TPLF (together with what the government refers to as òOLF Shaneeó315) as 
a terrorist organisation serves to reinforce this ringfencing strategy. It remained in 
force at the end of June 2021. 
 
Many analysts have fallen in with this approach, treating the òTigray conflictó not as 
civil war but as in dependent of a wider crisis of the Ethiopian state. Ethiopia is large, 
diverse and complicated and one way to try to unpick and convey this complexity 
has been to distinguish its different conflicts for separate analysis. But something 
important is lost in  this way. An understanding of the interlinkages with wider 
disputes and developments is important to capture a sense of the complex and 
shifting motivations of the protagonists in the war, and of their myriad supporting 
cast members, many of whom operate across the broader political canvases of 
Ethiopia, the Horn and beyond. The war itself, and the polarisation and propaganda 
associated with it, now have an influence on Ethiopian political developments 
including the June election: rhetoric from late May 2021 about òforeign interferenceó, 
for instance, provided politically useful grist to the Ethiopian sovereignty mill, 316 
activating powerful historical echoes. 317 It was supremely well -timed to galvanise 

 
312 PM Abiy, a few months into his premiership, cited in https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2019/04/30/move -fast-and-
break-things/   
313 including government broadcasters ETV, Walta, Fana, and the òoppositionó ESAT channel, which is closely associated with 
Ethiopian Citizens for Social Justice (Ezema). Established in the diaspora by critics of the government in April 2010, the ESAT 
channel was re-established as a public broadcaster in Ethiopia in May 2021, under the directorship of former Patriotic Ginbot 7 
(PG7) secretary, Andargachew Tsige, https://borkena.com/2021/05 /09/esat -declared-a-public -media-with -andargachew-
tsige-as-director/ . A dispute within the organisation and amongst well known ESAT journalists in mid -2019 (over financial 
ownership and administration, links to PG7, and editorial policy) saw the establishm ent of the alternative Ethio -360 media in 
Washington DC in June 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UUmt -c94AUw. This is a division which has produced a 
rich seam of divergent perspectives and mutual criticism. In August 2017, a pro -Tigray Horn Affairs author accused ESAT of 
anti-Tigray hate speech, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ESAT  calling it òthe voice of genocideó 
https://hornaffairs.com/2017/08/23/esat -radio -television-voice-genocide/ .  
314 PMO statement on 28 June 2018, claiming to be responding to a Tigray interim administration call to stand down, and 
following military defeats in central Tigray. The interim administration had by that time fled to Addis Ababa. See 
https://www.facebook.com/login/?next=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2F541629952535552%2Fposts%2F454975305
1723202%2F%3Fsfnsn%3Dmo 
315 There is no organisation or grouping which refers to itself in this way, and many Oromo observers regard this terminology 
as dismissive if not derogatory. The Oromo language word Shanee refers to a committee which supports the Gadaa system. 
Government sources seem to use the term to refer to the self-styled Oromo Liberation Army, OLA, the name which is used 
here.  
316 Horn Observer, 18 May 2021, https://hornobserver.com/articles/946/Ethiopian -government-stands-up-to-foreign -
interference-in-Tigray -statement  
317 òHands off Ethiopiaó https://borkena.com/2021/05/21/hands -off -ethiopia-protest-in-the-capital-addis-ababa/  is a direct 
echo of the 1935 anti-fascist movement protesting Mussoliniõs occupation, see Joseph Fronczac, April 2015 
https://academic.oup.com/dh/article -abstract/39/2/245/468665?redirectedFrom=fulltext    
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support a month before national polls. Examination of th e wider Ethiopian context, 
then, helps illuminate the scope and intricacy of the challenges that confront a 
sustainable resolution of the bloody conflict in Tigray. It also illuminates the scale of 
what may be at stake, far beyond the borders of Tigray itself.  
 
5.2 A threat to Ethiopiaõs integrity? 
 
As òthe war continues, destabilising Ethiopia and the wider regionó so the perception has 
grown that it òis a cruel drain on the resources and population of Ethiopia and its 
neighbours [and] a potential threat to the entire region.ó318 As Martin Plaut has noted in 
the introduction to this collection, a group of senior US diplomats warned in late 
October 2020 that òfragmentation of Ethiopia [é] would be the largest state collapse in 
modern history.ó319 As the war ground on beyond six months Ethiopia began to draw 
new and invidious international comparisons. US Special Envoy to the Horn of 
Africa Jeffrey Feltman, told Foreign Policy in May 2021 that the conflict has the 
potential to spiral into a full -fl edged regional crisis: òIf the tensions in Ethiopia would 
result in a widespread civil conflict that goes beyond Tigray, Syria will look like childõs play 
by comparison.ó320 Also in May 2021, Theodore Murphy the Africa Director of the 
European Council on Foreign Relations said òif the Ethiopian government canõt find a 
way out of this war, and we also understand that the war canõt be won militarily, it is akin to 
a sort of Afghanistan for the Ethiopian government. But itõs one that they canõt walk away 
from. It is just slowly leeching away at Ethiopiaõs wealth and international standing, and of 
course with an incredible human cost.ó321 Ethiopiaõs government, meanwhile, 
vigorously resisted this characterisation of the situation.  
 
But on 28 May 2021 Ethiopiaõs ruling Prosperity Party (PP) issued a statement that 
seemed abruptly to acknowledge the severity of the crisis facing the whole country, 
if only as a further reason to reject political negotiations: òThe captains of a ship can 
negotiate internally and compete only as long as the ship survives. There can never be rights, 
dialogue, debate, negotiation or competition when the ship is sinking. It is the same when it 
comes to the affairs of a country.ó322 The statement, with its glossy accompanying 
video, seems to have been intended as an electoral appeal ð seeking to draw on the 
well of Ethiopian nationalism in defence of a nation threatened. But it also begs the 
obvious questions: is the Ethiopian ship sinking, and if so, how, and why, and how 
did we get here?  This paper briefly reviews key political and conflict dynamics 
behind the òvicious deadlockó in Ethiopia. 323 It reviews conflict trajectories and risks 
beyond Tigray, focusing on shifting patterns in other parts of Ethiopia. It depicts the 
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community -tigray -crisis#FORM     
322 Statement of the Executive Committee of the Prosperity Party, 28 May 2021, https://fb.watch/5MHS2Y0q8i/   
323 Ren® Lefort ôEthiopiaõs vicious deadlock,õ Ethiopia Insight, 27 April 2021, https://www.ethiopia -
insight.com/2021/04/27/ethiopias -vicious -deadlock/    
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depth and extent of the differences of opinion between Ethiopiaõs different political 
actors, and amongst those who observe and analyse them.  
 
Truth has been a casualty of the polarisation of politics in Ethiopia in a context of 
limited information. This is a problem only exacerbated by insecurity, by acute 
constraints on travel during a pandemic, and by pressure and limitations on 
journalistic investigation. 324 Anthony Shaw in this volume notes the evolution of two 
diametrically opposed accounts ð contrasting truths - of the war in Tigray, and the 
same is even more true of wider events in Ethiopia, making the job of international 
observers and diplomats particularly challenging. In late May 2021, Crisis Groupõs 
Will Davison commented: òthe tragedy for me is that whether we take the Tigray conflict, 
or the situation in Metekel zone (and this is just the current crises), or the Wollegas, or the 
situation in South Wollo and around Atayé in Oromia zone in Amhara, whether we take the 
build-up to the war and the outbreak of the war, Hachaluõs assassination, etc. etc., all of these 
events need better reporting, they all need exposing - like all of these massacres that are 
occurring, Amhara civilians, other civilians, in Oromia and Metekel. Who are the 
perpetrators, who are the victims, whoõs funding the perpetrators? It all needs to be exposed 
properly. It is a cliché but it is in this darkness that evil flourishes. [Lack of exposure] 
facilitates all of this murky violent political activity.ó325  
 
5.3 Conflict and the rule of law  
 
Observers across the political spectrum seem to agree that Ethiopia has become more 
violent and unstable in recent years, and that the rule of law has disintegrated, or 
been allowed to disintegrate, in many parts of the country. The extent of the security 
and governance challenge was brought into focus when Ethiopiaõs National Election 
Board (NEBE) Chairperson reported in April 2021 that, of 45,000 polling stations 
expected to be opened in January 2021,326 only half were operational, and that only 
200,000 voters had registered across Addis Ababa municipality.327 After an extension 
of the voter registration period by several weeks and a strong governmental push, 
òat least 36 millionó voters were reported to have been registered, still òat least 10 
million short of what officials were targetingó according to the BBC.328 Significant parts 
of the country were excluded from the election on 21 June 2021, because of security 
issues,329 and defective ballot printing lo gistics. A further area did not vote pending 
the conduct of a referendum on the establishment of a new òSouth-West Ethiopiaó 
region, which was itself also postponed in early June to September 2021, because of 

 
324 Maggie Fick, Reuters, 28 May 2021 https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/abiys -ethiopia-press-freedom-flourished -then-
fear-returned -2021-05-28/   
325 Will Davison interviewed by Teklai Michael, Mereba Esset, posted 27 May 2021, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0vIex8H8RlY   
326 Embassy of the FDRE London, 29 December 2020, https://www.ethioembassy.org.uk/ethiopia -2021-elections-to-be-held-in-
june/   
327 Daily Monitor, 25 May 2021, https://www.monitor.co.ug/uganda/new s/five -things-to-know -about-ethiopia-s-election-
3413042  
328 BBC, 18 May 2021, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world -africa-57094394  
329 NEBE confirmed on 22 May 2021 a list of 40 constituencies in six regions which would have no poll in June, Addis Standard, 
22 May 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -electoral-board-issues-list-of-40-constituencies-in-six-regions-where-elections-
wont -take-place-per-schedule/  
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persisting insecurity in some areas.330 By the end of June 2021, no election results had 
been published, and NEBE reported that complaints had been lodged in 160 
constituencies by 30 political parties, with five making broader claims of 
problems.331  
 
If all now agree that there is an acute and deepening security crisis they agree on 
little else. For opponents and critics of the TPLF/EPRDF (and of the ethnic federal 
system they designed, and other ethno-nationalist or federalist political forces), the 
cause of instability and violence has been clear and singular. National Movement of 
Amhara (NAMA) chairman, Belete Molla, summed up the view shared across 
federal government, ruling party, and pan -Ethiopianist and Amhara opposition 
groups: òTPLF was always a mafia group, orchestrating massacres across the 
country.ó332  
 
As massacres and conflict have continued, even intensified, over the months since 
November 2020, during which the TPLF has been fighting (apparently for its 
survival) in Tigray, the credibilit y of that simple narrative should presumably have 
begun to unravel. It persists, however, as an important thread of government 
rhetoric 333 and analytical polemic, 334 and is widely believed in Ethiopia. The 
narrative that there is a òtrail of repeated pre-war ethnic styled massacres é where the 
hand of the TPLF providing money and logistical support has often been presentó335 is a 
cornerstone of the campaign in favour of the war in Tigray: emotive and resilient 
even in the absence of published evidence. This position often conflates with strong 
antipathy towards òethnic politicsó in general, seen as the root of all of Ethiopiaõs 
problems, and a natural consequence of the current federal arrangement.336 Ethno-
nationalists are then dismissed as insurgent òterrorist groupingsó, with no 
programme other than ònihilistic killings,ó337 in a further depoliticization of analysis. 
This narrative has facilitated their exclusion from electoral competition.  
  
The following discussion examines developments in Oromo and Amhara po litics 
since 2018 (and briefly elsewhere in the country), before concluding with a resumé of 
other factors relevant to the challenges Ethiopia faces in mid-2021.  
 

 
330 Addis Standard, 10 June 2021, https://addisstandard.com/ne ws-defect-in-ballot -papers-leads-to-postponed-election-in-
dozens-of-constituencies-somali-region-sw-referendum/   
331 NEBE Press Conference, 29 June 2021, @NEBEthiopia; see also Addis Standard, 26 June 2021, 
https://addisstandard.com/news -five-opposition -parties-who -participated -in-this-weeks-general-election-complain -about-
electoral-process/ ,  
332 Quoted by Dav id Pilling and Andres Schipani in the Financial Times, 18 November 2020, 
https://www.ft.com/content/b888c23a -45ed-4937-9154-3117cc23e202  
333 See for instance Addis Standard, 2 June 2021, citing Oromia spokesperson Getachew Balcha 
https://addisstandard.com/news -residents-in-horo-guduru -zone-say-eritrean-troops-are-persecuting-civilians -regional-
government-denies-allegations-blames-tplf -shene/   
334 Jon Abbink, òThe Atlantic Community Mistake on Ethiopiaó, March 2021 
https:// scholarlypublications.universiteitleiden.nl/handle/1887/3158742   
335 Abbink, March 2021, p.28 
336 See for instance, Andargachew Tsige, shortly after his release from jail: òethnic politics has been entrenched now for 27 
years, and that is one of the major problems the current prime minister will be facing. But the way he thinks about it, all his 
speeches, is towards really solving this ethnic problem and creating a unified country.ó (Interviewed by Zeinab Badawi, BBC 
Hardtalk, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AJv1NermBEY  )  
337 Abbink, March 2021, p.22 
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5.4 Oromia politics and conflict  - Optimism and excitement  
 
In 2018, after four years of anti-government Oromo protests, the new Prime Minister 
rode to power on a euphoric and well -cultivated wave of Oromo nationalism. His 
party brokered the return of Oromo (and other) opposition organisations. Pre -
eminent amongst them was the Oromo Liberation Fr ont, OLF, established in 1973 
during the Haile Selassie period.338 During a long period in exile (latterly hosted and 
trained in Eritrea) OLF toyed with a secessionist agenda, but this seemed to fade 
over time. Their return in September 2018 sparked more euphoria and wild 
optimism ð and a violent backlash in and around Addis Ababa/Finfinne, as rival 
gangs of Ethiopianist and Oromo young men faced off. There were targeted killings 
of other groups, especially in Burayu. 339 Elders were mobilised to broker commun ity 
reconciliation, but the damage was done in terms of the urban fear of dangerous 
òethnic conflict,ó a designation which seemed to provide its own explanation.   
 
Social media activists and journalists who had led the Oromo protest movement 
from the diaspora also returned to Ethiopia in 2018. They initially worked closely 
with the Oromo ruling party, reinforcing the early popularity of the new regime, and 
(often controversially) encouraging returning rebels to demobilise. A Muslim from 
Arsi, Jawar Mohammed was a polarising figure: disliked both by the TPLF/EPRDF 
against whom he had mobilised since 2014, but also by Amhara and Ethiopian 
nationalists; but wildly popular amongst young people in Oromia. His return was a 
tumultuous affair, provoking extreme rea ctions ð and shocking violence.340 
Although Government media sources were initially sympathetic to Jawar (and his 
Oromo Media Network, OMN, was given permission to broadcast), the Patriotic 
Ginbot 7 (PG7)-owned Ethiopian Satellite TV station (ESAT) and others campaigned 
against him and his followers as dangerous radicals fomenting ethnic violence.  
 
A collapsing consensus 
 
After a honeymoon period in 2018, Oromo nationalist euphoria began to subside at 
the end of the year. On their return to Ethiopia in September 2018, the OLF enjoyed 
very strong support in western Ethiopia, especially Wollega and Illubabor. 341 There 
was no clarity about the terms of their return and arrangements for demobilisation, 
or ð remarkably - whether these had been discussed at all.342 At least one armed 

 
338 Throughout period of the Derg government the OLF had had a fractious relationship with the TPLF/EPRDF, always closer 
to the Eritrean Peopleõs Liberation Front. Although they briefly joined the transitional government in 1991, the stage was set for 
a showdown. They withdrew from government in 1992, but quickly found themselves outflanked by EPRDF.  
339 In Burayu in September 2018, 23 ethnic Guraghe and Gamo were killed; 3,000 Oromos were arrested in what critics saw as a 
return to repression. See Zecharias Zelalem, O-Pride, 26 September 2018,  https://www.opride.com/2018/09/26/mass -arrests-
of-thousands-in-addis-ababa-slammed-by-amnesty-international/   At the time, Burayu was the fastest growing municipality in 
the country, under pressure both from rural migrants to the city, and urban  Addis Ababans in search of affordable commutable 
housing. As land lease prices escalated, a roaring trade in illegal land deals and acute pressure on local resources fed the 
nationalist antipathies of local administrators and tensions were extremely high.  
340 At a rally to welcome him in Shashemene in August 2018, his supporters notoriously lynched and crucified a man they 
suspected of treachery; Engidu Woldie, ESAT, 13 August 2018, https://ethsat.com/2018/08/ethiopia -arrest-in-mob-killing -of-
innocent-man-in-shashemene/  
341 OLF lays claim to the powerful legacy in the protestant west of social activist and Ethiopian Evangelical Church Mekane 
Yesus Secretary General Gudina Tumsa, who was killed by the Dergue in 1979.  
342 See Marew Abebe Salemot, Ethiopia Insight, 24 April 2021, https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2021/04/24/ethiopias -
bungled -2018-deal-with -oromo-rebels-is-the-cause-of-current-turmoil/   
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contingent resisted re-integration and re -emerged as the Oromo Liberation Army, 
OLA.  In late 2018, Ethiopiaõs National Defence Force (ENDF) units were dispatched 
to the four zones of Wollega in what seems to have become an extremely brutal 
counter insurgency against armed units and factions, who had begun armed activity 
in western border areas.343 By April and May 2019 the OLF leadership had issued 
statements distancing the organisation from the OLAõs armed activity. 
Meanwhile between  January and December 2019 pressure on alleged supporters of 
OLA/OLF increased, with mass arrests and extra judicial executions, notably in Guji 
and West Guji.344 In 2018, violent clashes between Gedeo and their (Oromo) Guji 
neighbours saw up to a million p eople flee their homes, triggering a humanitarian 
crisis and bringing Ethiopia to the top of global internally displaced persons (IDP) 
rankings.345 IDPs moved in large numbers from Kercha wereda of West Guji in 
Oromia into Gedeo; in smaller numbers also from several kebeles of Guji zone, 
Gedeb wereda, into West Guji. The displaced majority Gedeo were reluctant to 
accept government pressure to return home, and local attempts at peacebuilding 
were slow and uncertain. 346347 Government blamed òviolent criminalsó for conflict, in 
the context of the raised ethno-nationalist rhetoric as diaspora forces returned to the 
country. 348 Less discussed were the longer standing dynamics of inter-group 
relations and conflict on this border, which were reshaped by new opportuniti es for 
elite jockeying in the 1990s, and formed a known political flashpoint. 349 Violence is 
reported to have returned to Guji in April and May 2021, hindering humanitarian 
access.350  
 
In January 2019, there had been unconfirmed allegations of government airstrikes 
against the OLA in Kellem Wollega, as the ENDF moved into Wollega in force, 
undertaking a sustained military operation in the area. 351 The government 
crackdown cranked up again in the early months of 2020. By 3 January 2020 mobile 
and landline phon e and internet services to the four Wollega zones were cut off.352 
On 21 January 2020, Oromo rights organisations had accused the government of 
òadding fuel to the fire.ó353 In March 2020, The Economist reported that the crackdown 

 
343 On the background to the build -up of tension in the west see Ermias Tasfaye, Ethiopia Insight, 1 January 2019, 
https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2019/01/01/team -lemmas-choice-power -or-peace/  
344 Amnesty International, 29 May 2020, AFR 25/2358/2020,  
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/AFR2523582020ENGLISH.PDF   
345 Tom Gardner, The Guardian, 14 March 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/global -development/2019/mar/14/shadow -
falls-over-ethiopia-reforms-warnings -of-crisis-ignored -abiy-ahmed  
346 The New Humantiarian, 11 November 2019, https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news -feature/2019/11/11/Ethiopia -
peace-ambassadors-Gedeo-West-Guji   
347 Addis Standard, 16 March 2019, https://addisstandard.com/editorial -the-government-should -own -the-gedeo-idp -tragedy-
and-respond-accordingly/   
348 Addis Standard, 15 July 2019, https://addisstandard.com/feature -how -ethiopia-is-dealing-with -unprecedented-idp -crisis/    
349 See, for instance Shibru Abate Dagne, ôConflict and Conflict Resolution in Ethiopia,õ 2013, 
https://shodhganga.inflibnet.ac.in/handle/10603/14109; Ingvild Grindaker, ôA study of recurring inter-group conflict in 
Ethiopiaõ November 2020,  https://munin.uit.no/bitstream/handle/10037/20052/thesis.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y   
350 OCHA, òAccess Snapshot, Guji zone, January-April 2021,ó 30 April 2021, published 15 May 2021, 
https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/ethiopia -access-snapshot-guji -zone-oromia-region-january-april -2021-0  
351 Abdur Rahman Alfa Shaban, Africa News, 13 January 2019 https://www.africanews.com/2019/01/13/ethiopia -army-
executing-airstrikes-against-olf-in-western-oromia/   
352 Human Rights Watch, 9 March 2020, https://www.hrw.org/node/339303/printable/print   
353 Ermias Tasfaye, Ethiopia Insight, 14 February 2020 https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2020/02/14/amid -blackout-western-
oromia-plunges-deeper-into -chaos-and-confusion/   
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in Western Oromia was òbloody and lawless.ó354 Observers and rights organisations 
alleged a litany of extra judicial killings by the state.  
 
Emerging Oromo opposition ð neutralised 
 
Nevertheless, in mid-/late -2019 most still anticipated that a free and fair poll would 
see a range of parties elected, and lead to a real political transition. A powerful 
Oromo coalition, including opposition figures, and with a clear popular mandate, 
was widely seen as likely to emerge, with the legitimacy to influence the direction of 
Ethiopia's future evolution at national level. Polarisation grew in October 2019, with 
the controversial reopening of the renovated Menelik Palace.355 Later in the month, 
the PM gave a speech in parliament threatening to take measures against òmedia 
owners with foreign passports;ó and the following day Jawar alleged that the police 
had tried to orchestrate an attack on him.356 In the febrile and violent uproar that 
followed at least 89 people were killed. In the absence of a credible investigation,357 
and with plenty of  social, economic and governance failings providing grounds for 
grievance, highly politicised narratives filled the vacuum.   
 
Many Oromos had grown critical of what they saw as increasingly òEthiopianistó or 
òunitaristó government rhetoric, disappointment which crystallised when the PP 
was established on 1 December 2019.358 Over the course of 2019 divisions had 
emerged between the PM and many of his Oromo allies, inside and outside the 
ruling party. Key Oromo figures grew uncomfortable with mo ves to a more unitarist 
òanti-federaló (for some even òanti-Oromoó) stance, but the PM drew support from 
elite politicians in the Oromo zones of Shoa, close to Addis Ababa. By the end of the 
year, his most popular ruling ally Lemma Megerssa had distanced h imself. At the 
end of December 2019, the influential activist Jawar Mohammed finally declared that 
he would run for election and joined the opposition Oromo Federalist Congress 
(OFC). This abruptly raised the prospect of a strong pan-Oromo opposition 
movement, capable to mount a formidable challenge to the ruling party: with Jawar 
on board, OFC was recast as a nationally significant competitor, with appeal across 
Oromia zones of the protestant west (home of Bekele Gerba), and the Muslim east, as 
well its ex isting powerbase in west Shoa (home of Merera Gudina).  
 
The prospect of a transformative election unravelled with the decision that they be 
postponed due to COVID -19 in the spring of 2020. When popular Oromo singer 
Hachalu Hundeesa was assassinated on 29 June 2020, three days of violence erupted 
during which hundreds of people died. Armed youths destroyed property in Addis 
Ababa on 30 June. Jawar and Bekele were accused of trying to politicise Hachaluõs 

 
354 The Economist, 21 March 2020, https://www.economist.com/middle -east-and-africa/2020/03/19/a -hidden -war -threatens-
ethiopias-transition -to-democracy  
355 James Jeffrey, CNN, 18 October 2019, https://edition.cnn.com/travel/article/imperial -palace-ethiopia/index.html   
356 Abdi Latif Dahir, New York Times, 24 October 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/23/world/africa/ethiopia -protest-
abiy.html ; Tiksa Negeri, Reuters, 24 October 2019 https://www.reuters.com/article/us -ethiopia-politics/hundreds -gathered-
outside-house-of-ethiopian -activist-after-deadly-day-of-protests-idUSKBN1X3118   
357 Human Rights Watch, 1 April 2020, https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/01/ethiopia -justice-needed-deadly-october-
violence  
358 See for instance Awol K Allo, òwhy Abiy Ahmedõs Prosperity Party Could be Bad News for Ethiopiaó Al-Jazeera, 5 December 
2019, https://www.aljazeera.com/op inions/2019/12/5/why -abiy-ahmeds-prosperity -party -could-be-bad-news-for -ethiopia   
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funeral, and quickly detained, arguably fanning furth er violence. In Ambo, 3 
policemen and 78 civilians, including Hachaluõs uncle were killed as the singer was 
buried. 359  In Shashemene more than 150 people lost their lives, and non-Oromo 
communities (including Rastafarians) were reported to have been targeted.360  
 
Analysis of these events is extremely divisive, and controversy persisted with the 
publication of the official Human Rights Commission (EHRC) investigation 
report.361 Analysis produced six months later summed up the polarisation: òThe 
party line is that officials who were negligent, disloyal, or complicit in the violence were 
removed. The counter-narrative is that the unrest was stoked and then used to purge 
opponents and ruling figures who sided with Lemma, or with the opposition, by falsely 
blaming them for orchestrating the violence.ó362 If the October 2019 violence and 
crackdown offered a test run for the identification and dismantling of Jawarõs qeeroo 
activist networks, July 2020 provided ample pretext for the arrest of opposition OFC 
and OLF leaders, along with tens of thousands of others. Lemma Megerssa and other 
critics were suspended from the ruling party in mid -August 2020. 363  Diplomatic 
sources concluded that the government crackdown across Oromia from July 2020 
reversed the early gains of the òtransition,ó which was now widely seen as 
fundamentally derailed.  
 
Over the period from 2018 to 2020, ESAT had entrenched the narration of 
#AmharaGenocide, establishing a context conducive to the narrative of òethnic 
conflict,ó and the July arrests and September prosecutions were wildly popular 
beyond Oromo circles. OFCõs leaders were charged with extremely serious crimes,364 
just a few days after the PM published an opinion piece stating that òindividuals and 
groups, disaffected by the transformations taking place, are using everything at their disposal 
to derail them. They are harvesting the seeds of inter-ethnic and inter-religious division and 
hatred.ó365 The wave of Oromo nationalism on which the PM had risen to power at 
the beginning of 2018 was silenced and discredited.366  
 
Consolidation of a violent impasse 
 
From the end of January to early March 2021 Jawar and other high profile Oromo 
prisoners went on hunger strike. By the time they finally agreed to call it off, 367 both 

 
359 CNN, 3 July 2020, https://edition.cnn.com/2020/07/02/africa/ethio pian-singer-buried -protests-intl/index.html   
360 Arefaynie Fantahun, Ethiopia Observer, 6 July 2021 https://www.ethiopiaobserver.com/2020/07 /06/ethnically -motivated -
attacks-in-shashemene-and-elsewhere/    
361 EHRC, undated, òIt did not feel like we had a governmentó, https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oGkx -
fFhTX_9AHoIzjj8KwIeWpyPZu5O/view   
362 Ethiopia Insight, 5 January 2021 https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2021/01/05/chaos -in-the-rift -a-microcosm-of-ethiopias-
brutal -polarization/   
363 Dawit Endeshaw, Reuters, 18 August 2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/us -ethiopia-politics -idUSKCN25E23E  
364 Al -Jazeera, 19 September 2020, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/9/19/ethiopia -files-terror -charges-against-jawar-
mohammed-others. The inclusion of allegations of collusion with Egypt raised eyebrows.  
365 Abiy Ahmed, Economist, 17 September 2020, https://www.economist.com/by -invitation/2020/09/17/abiy -ahmed-on-the-
threats-to-ethiopias-democratic-transition  cited in The Independent, 21 September 2020, 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/jawar -mohammed-ethiopia-terrorism -charges-b498332.html   
366 Jawar published a call for an end to the war in Tigray from jail: Kush Media Network, 1 December 2020, 
https://eritreahub.org/jaile d-oromo-leader-jawar-mohammed-calls-for-a-peaceful-end-to-the-tigray -war   
367 Mahlet Fasil, Addis Standard, 8 March 2021, https://addisstan dard.com/news -elders-intervention -ends-hunger-strike-by-
oromo-opposition -politicians/   

https://edition.cnn.com/2020/07/02/africa/ethiopian-singer-buried-protests-intl/index.html
https://www.ethiopiaobserver.com/2020/07/06/ethnically-motivated-attacks-in-shashemene-and-elsewhere/
https://www.ethiopiaobserver.com/2020/07/06/ethnically-motivated-attacks-in-shashemene-and-elsewhere/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oGkx-fFhTX_9AHoIzjj8KwIeWpyPZu5O/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oGkx-fFhTX_9AHoIzjj8KwIeWpyPZu5O/view
https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2021/01/05/chaos-in-the-rift-a-microcosm-of-ethiopias-brutal-polarization/
https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2021/01/05/chaos-in-the-rift-a-microcosm-of-ethiopias-brutal-polarization/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-politics-idUSKCN25E23E
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/9/19/ethiopia-files-terror-charges-against-jawar-mohammed-others
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/9/19/ethiopia-files-terror-charges-against-jawar-mohammed-others
https://www.economist.com/by-invitation/2020/09/17/abiy-ahmed-on-the-threats-to-ethiopias-democratic-transition
https://www.economist.com/by-invitation/2020/09/17/abiy-ahmed-on-the-threats-to-ethiopias-democratic-transition
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/jawar-mohammed-ethiopia-terrorism-charges-b498332.html
https://eritreahub.org/jailed-oromo-leader-jawar-mohammed-calls-for-a-peaceful-end-to-the-tigray-war
https://addisstandard.com/news-elders-intervention-ends-hunger-strike-by-oromo-opposition-politicians/
https://addisstandard.com/news-elders-intervention-ends-hunger-strike-by-oromo-opposition-politicians/


 104 

OLF and OFC had withdrawn from the election. 368 All significant federalist and 
nationalist voices in Oromo politics had now been excluded, as a Shoa-dominated 
PP elite and its co-opted allies rolled out the ruling party election campaign on 
behalf of the PM. Although the pan -Ethiopianist opposition Ethiopians for Social 
Democracy (Ezema) will field candidates, and is likely to win support in some urban 
centres of Oromia, the ruling PP faces little or no competition elsewhere. 
Nevertheless, ongoing fighting and violence means that the election will not take 
place in significant parts of the region, including the four Wollega zones. 369 Protest 
has been effectively and comprehensively repressed, but violent opposition and the 
killings of civilians seemed if anything to have increased over the period to the end 
of May 2021.   
 
Little is known about the real strength and scope of the OLA. Its social media 
presence has grown since the beginning of 2021, and videos seem to suggest 
extensive recruitment and improved equipment. In the words of one commentator it 
òwaged a blitzkrieg  over the last few months, starting in Wollega and expanding quickly 
into Arsi and Bale.ó370 The killing of civilians in O romia exploded in the national 
narrative on 31 October 2020 when 54 people were òrounded up and killedó371 in a 
school compound in Guliso, West Wollega,372 in what Amnesty described as a 
òhorrendous attack on a village by armed group [é] The fact that this horrendous incident 
occurred shortly after government troops abruptly withdrew from the area in unexplained 
circumstances raises questions that must be answered.ó373 EHRC described the attack as 
an òunconscionableó òmassacre.ó374  
 
Unexplained attacks on civilians have persisted, and many are reported to target 
Amhara groups. In February 2021, 12 people were killed in Eastern Oromia, and on 
6 and 9 March, 42 died in Hora Guduru zone in the west. 375 At the end of March, 30 
people were killed in West Wollega. 376 On 29 April òat leastó 20 people were killed 
in Limu Kosa, in Jimma zone.377 On 30 April , 15 passengers on a bus at Amuyu, close 

 
368 Since 2020 a separate faction led by Ararso Bikila vied with Dawd Ibssaõs leadership for the title òOLFó, with NEBE asking 
for clarification of its status in February 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -electoral-board-cautions-olf -party -structure-
its-members-to-convene-general-assembly-to-settle-leadership-split -ethioelection2021/ , which at the end of March 2021, 
apparently came too late for participation https://borkena.com/2021/03/29/nebe -oromo-liberation -front -congress-
contravene-party -regulation/ . There has continued to be confusion on this point, allowing sources to claim that the OLF will 
participate in the election.    
369 NEBE confirmed on 22 May 2021 that seven constituencies in the west of Oromia would have no poll in June, Addis Standard, 
22 May 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -electoral-board-issues-list-of-40-constituencies-in-six-regions-where-elections-
wont -take-place-per-schedule/    
370 Ren® Lefort ôEthiopiaõs vicious deadlock,õ Ethiopia Insight, 27 April 2021, https://www.ethiopia -
insight.com/2021/04/27/ethiopias -vicious -deadlock/  
371 BBC, 3 November 2021 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world -africa-54787034  
372 Amnesty International, quoted in The Guardian, 2 November 2020, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/02/killed -ethiopia-massacre-amnesty-oromia-amhara  
373 Amnesty International, 3 November 2020 https://www.amnesty.org.uk/press -releases/ethiopia -over-50-killed -horrendous-
attack-village -armed-group   
374 The Organisation for World Peace, quoting Commissioner Daniel Bekele, https://theowp.org/dozens -killed -in-brutal -
western-ethiopia-attack/   
375 Zecharias Zelalem, Al-Jazeera, 20 March 2021 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/3/20/worsening -violence-western-
ethiopia -forcing -civilians -to-flee  
376 Reuters, 31 March 2021, https://www.reuters.com/article/uk -ethiopia -attack-idUSKBN2BN2S8  
377 Reuters, 29 April 2021, https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/attackers -kill -least-20-attack-ethiopias-oromiya -region-
says-official -2021-04-29/   
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to Hora Guduru zone were killed. 378 òOLF Shaneeó is consistently blamed for 
atrocities right across the region and in April and May 2021 also in Amhara (see 
below). The OLA has equally regularly denied responsibility. In the absence of 
credible investigation, and with ongoing counter insurgency, polarised rhetoric has 
fi lled the vacuum: Ethiopians on all sides feel sure they know who killed whom and 
why.  
 
On 6 May 2021, Ethiopiaõs parliament approved a bill defining TPLF and 
OLA/òOLF Shaneeó as òterroristó organisations,379 finally introducing a measure 
which had been rum oured to have split opinion amongst PP decision-makers in late 
2020 when first mooted. The move has been interpreted as an attempt to block 
international pressure for negotiations with the two organisations, as each has 
apparently begun to gain ground mili tarily. 380 International observers have privately 
commented that the move has also shredded what remained of the credibility of 
Ethiopiaõs likeable Attorney General.381 The legal shift has been followed only by 
worsening brutality, including a qualitatively different level of òauthorisedó state 
violence, in which social media activists have seen parallels with Derg-era 
executions. 
 
Kellem Wollega zone, in particular, has seen a number of gruesome murders blamed 
on the authorities in Dembi Dollo. At the end of  April 2021 university lecturer and 
doctoral student Kajela Tasisa was killed.382 On 8 May Oromo broadcast journalist 
Sisay Fida was assassinated, and the government and OLA traded blame.383 On 11 
May 2021, authorities carried out the public parading and ext ra-judicial execution of 
9th grader Amanuel Wondimu at a roundabout in the town, after reportedly calling 
members of the public including the boyõs family to witness the events. A video of 
them was posted onto Facebook by the local administration.384 Only a few days 
earlier, the EHRC (itself periodically critiqued by Oromo sources for alleged òanti-
Oromo biasó) reported concerns about the treatment of large numbers of those 
detained in centres in Oromia,385 and now quickly expressed its alarm, 386 as did 
Human Rights Watch.387 Later in May, unconfirmed reports of a second public 

 
378 Garda World, 1 May 2021, https://www.garda.com/crisis24/news -alerts/473871/ethiopia -armed-assailants-kill -15-
civilians -in-attack-in-oromia-state-april -30  
379 Addis Standard, 7 May 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -fed-attorney-general-says-terrorist -designated-shene-refers-
to-oromo-liberation -army-ola-responds-vows-to-engage-in-total-war/   
380 On the changing military balance in Tigray see Ermias Teka in this volume.  
381 In a critical response, the OLA described the move as òtantamount to a declaration of war on the Oromo peopleó. The use of 
the term OLF Shanee in the proclamation has caused legal controversy.  
382 Addis Standard, 29 April 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -mother -of-university -lecturer-doctoral-student-confirms -
govt-security-forces-killed -him-at-his-home/   
383 CPJ, 21 May 2021, https://cpj.org/2021/05/oromia -broadcasting-network -journalist -sisay-fida-shot-and-killed -in-ethiopia/   
384 Addis Standard,  12 May 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -days-after-rights -commission-report -of-massive-
crackdown -on-civilians -security-forces-in-oromia-execute-a-young-man-in-public -view -zonal-city -admin -officials -justify -the-
act/   
385 Addis Standard, 6 May 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -rights-commission-rings-alarm-at-large-number-arbitr ary-
detention -of-prisoners-across-oromia-reveals-cases-of-police-extortion/   
386 Cited by Ethiopian Monitor, 12 May 2021, https://ethiopianmoni tor.com/2021/05/12/ehrc -condemns-extrajudicial -killing -
of-suspected-criminal/   
387 Human Rights Watch, ôBoy publicly executed in Oromiaõ 10 June 2021, https://www.hrw.o rg/news/2021/06/10/ethiopia -
boy-publicly -executed-oromia  
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execution, this time in Borana zone, circulated on Oromo social media, with reports 
that 300 family and community members had fled to Kenya. 388  
 
At the beginning of June 2021, Oromos in Horo Guduru zone and the OLF alleged 
that civilians were being abused and killed by Tigrigna -speaking Eritrean forces: a 
government spokesperson denied that Eritreans were present, and, as ever, blamed 
the TPLF.389 On 10 June, OCHA reported that an additiona l 55,000 people had been 
displaced by renewed conflict in East Wollega zone.390 On 11 June, a further OLF 
statement claimed that there had been a ònew large-scale deploymentó of Eritrean 
soldiers into Oromia and Benishangul Gumuz after 5 June 2021.391  
There was much speculation over the early months of 2021 as to whether a non-
competitive election in other parts of Oromia would provoke a backlash from the 
òOromo street,ó given the dramatic national leverage that Oromo protests achieved 
as they built steadily between 2014 and 2018. Two key drivers of the 2014-18 Oromo 
protests had been effectively eliminated ð or at least silenced - during the 
intervening period: the critically important (tacit and active) support of OPDO 
ruling party cadres; and the netw ork of social media information exchange and 
activism that animated the so-called òqeeroo.ó A combination of financial co-option 
and forceful repression has apparently proved effective in much of Oromia. The 
ruling party ran unopposed in more than 100 cons tituencies in the region in June. 
 
By 2021, the majority of the Oromo leaders of the ruling PP were from the zones of 
Shoa, close to Addis Ababa, where communities have tended to have a closer 
identification with the modern Ethiopian state centre, often involved in ð or at least 
having a more positive experience of - its expansion at the end of the nineteenth 
century. The ruling PP can be expected to do well in many of these areas and 
especially amongst the new protestant church constituencies many of whose 
members have a particular enthusiasm for the PM. The scope for the completion of a 
peaceful process beyond these areas, remained to be seen at the end of June. Reports 
of governmental pressure on voters in Arsi surfaced in April/May 2021. 392  
 
Afte r the emotive scenes of September 2018, there has also been particular concern 
about the poll in Addis Ababa (Finfinne), which it was thought could become a 
flashpoint for competing claims of Oromo and Ethiopian or Amhara nationalists, 
especially (but not only) if there were a shift in the balance of power (to Ezema or 
Balderas) as a result of the election. The decision of the cassation court on 24 May 
2021 to allow four Balderas candidates (also jailed in the July 2020 crackdown) to 
stand for election in A ddis Ababa has been highly significant and required NEBE to 
reprint 1.3 million new ballot papers. 393 Pending the declaration of results, the move 

 
388 Sam Bekele, Twitter, 28 May 2021, https://twitter.com/SamBekeleGerba/status/1398275967370633223?s=20   
389 Addis Standard, 2 June 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -residents-in-horo-guduru -zone-say-eritrean-troops-are-
persecuting-civilians -regional-government-denies-allegations-blames-tplf -shene/   
390 Addis Standard, 10 June 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -over-55000-people-newly -displaced-in-east-wellega-un/  
391 OLF statement, 11 June 2021, https://twitter.com/CaptinCook9000/status/1403412850631053315?s=20  

 
392 Addis Standard, 18 May 2021 https://addisstandard.com/in -depth-analysis-as-electoral-board-reckons-with -delays-and-
voters-registration -malfunction -riddle -the-process-eus-final -decision-is-to-send-no-mission-at-all/      
393 Addis Standard, 3 June 2021 https://addisstandard.com/news -nebe-to-register-jailed-members-of-the-opposition -balderas-
for-candidacy/   
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seems likely effectively to have split the opposition vote in Addis Ababa to the 
benefit of the incumbent. The concerns expressed by the NEBE Chairperson (herself 
a former judge) about the constitutionality of the last -minute court decision raised 
eyebrows, but are politically (and arguably also constitutionally) less surprising. 394 
At the end of June 2021, with results pending, many concluded that the opposition 
looked to have been neatly outmanoeuvred. 
 
5.5 Amhara politics and conflict  
 
If the dynamics of politics and conflict in and around Oromia are both murky and 
open to different interpretation, political deve lopments amongst Amhara politicians, 
groups, and organisations, and in the Amhara region since 2018, are if anything yet 
more opaque, and subject to yet more speculation. The Amhara element of the 
EPRDF closely supported the election of PM Abiy in 2018, allying with Oromo peers, 
and belatedly withdrawing their own candidate, to ensure his victory. For some this 
was the culmination of the so-called òOromara alliance,ó395 which had seen a people-
to-people conference in Bahr Dar in November 2017.396 Like the Oromo ruling party, 
the Amhara ruling party took early steps to distance itself from the EPRDF, 
renaming itself in mid -2018, and joining the PP in November 2019. With some 
notable exceptions (Deputy PM Demeke, for instance) there has been significant 
churn amongst Amhara ruling politicians since 2018, with rumoured tensions 
between different wings of the ruling party and across wider Amhara social 
networks, as to how, and how far, to support the PM.  
 
A delicate balance - of power and perspective 
 
Many observers have suggested that the outbreak and prosecution of the war in 
Tigray tipped the federal balance of power firmly in favour of the PPõs Amhara bloc, 
Abiyõs Amhara advisors, and President Isaias of Eritrea.397 After the initial 
declaration of victory at th e end of November 2020, sharp exchanges between the 
Amhara and Oromo (and other) members of the PP leadership were rumoured to 
have persisted through to the end of the year, reportedly destabilising the delicate 
alliance forged in 2017/2018.398 Amhara and Oromo politiciansõ concepts of 
Ethiopiaõs history, their visions of the future, and readings of existing hierarchies, 
interests and party relationships seem to have continued to fluctuate and diverge 
within the PP.  
 
One cannot generalise across groups of politicians, and political sociology would 
indicate that differentiation is likely to be marked by many issues. However, there 

 
394 Addis Standard, 3 June 2021 https://addisstandard.com/news -nebe-to-register-jailed-members-of-the-opposition -balderas-
for-candidacy/  
395 Dandana Bafkane, Kichuu Info, 5 January 2018, https://kichuu.com/tplf -weak-spot-uncovered/   
396 Borkena, 4 November 2017, citing Addisu Arega Kitesa https://borkena.com/2017/11/04/oromo -amhara-conference-bahir -
dar/   
397 Africa Confidential, 3 December 2020, https://www. africa-
confidential.com/article/id/13154/Citadel_falls_but_the_war_goes_on   
398 Although DPM Demeke and PM Abiy continued to lead the two groupings, the internal political constellation within each of 
the two regional PP groupings had shifted very considerab ly by late 2020.  
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are broad trends in political differences between the two blocs over three 
fundamental issues. Firstly, the future of federalism: many Amhara politicians are 
thought to been keener to see a return to a more unitary, or regional or at least non-
ethnic arrangement than (many of) their non -Amhara ruling peers. (Amongst 
Oromo politicians, as noted above, willingness to move on this issue also tends to 
divide Shoa and non-Shoa elites.) Secondly, perceptions of the security and rights to 
land of Amharas living beyond the borders of Amhara region also diverge. Events in 
western and southern Tigray, and the prospect of further land annexation  by the 
Amhara regional state greatly increased tensions relating to land. Military advances 
by the TDF in late June, and a unilateral federal announcement of òstanding downó 
inflamed regional anxiety, and strong rhetoric. 399 Finally, approaches towards 
righting the perceived òwrongs of the pastó ð for instance with respect to the 
position of Amhara politicians and businesses in the overall political constellation 
have hardened within the ruling party: many (opposition and rul ing) Amhara 
politicians are seen as favouring the restoration of a more influential position, 
òcommensurate with historyó or with restoring the widely perceived injustices of 
federalism.400 
 
While the PM and the PPõs Amhara politicians consistently assert they want a real 
national (even multinational) federation, there is a widespread view this is mere 
code for establishing a ògeographicó (i.e. non-ethnic) arrangement. This could 
dissolve the nationalities-based federation established under the EPRDF and 
reinstall a more uniform, centralised - even unitary ð system: familiar from 
Ethiopiaõs past, and stripped of nationality rights to self-determination. It is unclear 
exactly who seeks what form of constitutional reform, and what scope of change 
would be feasible when. For many stakeholders from other groups, the ambiguity is 
chilling. Unifying assurances that òeveryone agrees that we should retain a federal 
systemó do not reassure.  
 
The influence of radical Amhara nationalist voices has grown in the politics of 
Amhara region in 2021, and a number of potentially conflictual unknowns are in 
play:  whether the social base of the Amhara PP think of ògeographic federalismó in 
terms of expanding the existing territorial boundaries of the region; how far the 
Amhara PP may in turn be prepared to push for this; how the PM and other PP 
politicians would respond; and whether Amhara and Oromo elites, who together 
have a controlling stake in the PP by virtue of the size of their respective 
populations, can sustain an agreement on how to distribute power among 
themselves. Observers have indicated that this situation has evolved into a delicate 
game of poker within the ruling party: even as the PM relies on Amhara actorsõ 
support, he is well aware that they may not necessarily constitute reliable partners 
who share his longer-term political objectives; just as Amhara politicians are aware 
that he may not necessarily be a reliable partner for the achievement of their 
(diverse, opaque and shifting) goals. Constructive ambiguity ab out the scope of 

 
399 See for instance Amharaweb.com , 29 June 2021 
400 See for instance Yohannes Gedamu, Quartz media 21 June 2018, https://qz.com/africa/1311288/ethiopia -amhara-
persecution-stands-in-way-of-abiy-ahmed-reform-agenda/   
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shared goals, and highly personalised politics at the federal level have allowed this 
unstable situation to persist as crisis has grown.  
 
Regional political instability and the return of the opposition 
 
The depth of instability within the Amhara regional government was demonstrated 
in June 2019, when regional President Ambachew Mekonnen, who had then been in 
power for three months, was assassinated along with his Vice President and 
Attorney General, allegedly by controversial reg ional security head, General 
Asamnew Tsigé.401 Asamnew was himself killed the following day, removing the 
prospect of further investigation of his motives. The incident was officially described 
as a òregional coupó attempt, seemingly by a more militant Amhara nationalist 
security boss of his moderate pro-federal colleague. Shocking in themselves, the 
significance of the Bahr Dar killings increased with the murder the same day of the 
ENDF Chief of Staff in Addis Ababa. There is much that remains unexplained. It 
may be that the simultaneous killings in Addis Ababa were serendipitously 
organised by other actors, but this is difficult to assess in the absence of a public 
investigation and published findings, or a public record from judicial process.  402 
 
It seems likely that root causes of the òcoup attemptó related to grievances from 
multiple overlapping interest groups over the direction and momentum of reforms, 
and their purchase over reforms at the regional and national levels. These issues 
remain unaddressed. Division may also have reflected zonal or historical òawrajaó 
sub-region differentiation, with longstanding political competition between east and 
west: North and South Wollo versus the Gondar zones and East/West Gojjam. The 
PM quickly installed one of his  national security advisors, a former colleague at the 
Information Network Security Agency (INSA), and the regional special forces were 
subdued, with a series of arrests. Deputy PM Demeke also tried to encourage rival 
regional ruling groups to agree on an agenda to settle insecurity. There was a 
broader reshuffle in September and October 2019, apparently geared at instilling 
loyalty and coherence within the regional administration.  
 
The emergence after 2016 or return after 2018 of a range of opposition elites and 
organisations (notably the NAMA and PG7) to the Amhara political scene has also 
had the effect of radicalising the ruling PP within Amhara region, discouraging a 
more conciliatory stance on federal reform or land claims and pushing the party 

 
401 General Asamnew had risen as a commissar in the ENDF, before being arrested and convicted of fomenting a Ginbot 7 coup 
within the military in Bahr Dar in 2009 ( https://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/WL0912/S00425.htm ). He was prosecuted along 
with Melaku Tefera, Tefera Mamo, Alehubel Amare and others, and (in absentia) Berhanu Nega, and Andargachew Tsige, now 
of Ezema and ESAT respectively. Asamnew was tortured in prison  and released only in the February 2018 amnesty at the end 
of PM Hailemariamõs tenure. His appointment to the Amhara government as head of Security and Administration shocked 
TPLF/EPRDF observers, signalling the emergence of a new, assertive nationalism in the Amhara ruling party, and the 
determination to equip it with a strong Special Force. Asamnewõs funeral in Lalibella drew tens of thousands of mourners. 
402 In comments which have a different resonance in 2021 in the context of the war in Tigray, Andargachew Tsige was quoted in 
the wake of the killings as saying: òthe way to perdition is wide open. What we have witnessed recently is a glimpse of the first 
steps to a downward spiral towards hell. [é] There simply is no possibility in the country where one group will perish and 
others spared. We all stand or fall together.ó (Andargachew Tsige, 4 July 2019, quoted in the Ethiopia Observer 
https://www.ethiopiaobserver.com/2019/07/04/getachew -reda-and-andargachew-tsige-on-the-attempted-coup/ ) 
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òinto a corner.ó403 When armed opposition groups returned to Ethiopia, the Amhara 
ruling party sought to incorporate many, including Amhara nationalist militants 
newly released from jail. As a result, Amhara PP and opposition NAMA and Ezema 
groupings all have complex links with one another. Key members of the Amhara 
political elite and the ANRS security apparatus had been hosted by Eritrea, and 
these links continued to be influential. Within weeks of his release from jail in 2018, 
and well ahead of the July Ethio-Eritrean summit, for instance, Andargachew Tsigé 
told BBCõs Hardtalk òour relationship with Eritrea is not really based on short term gain 
[..] In fact my view about Eritreans has helped in convincing the current PM to take the 
measures he has takenó òthere is going to be peace [with Eritrea] and a very close relationship 
in all respects as well.ó404  
 
NAMA emerged into prominence in 2016 -18, appealing primarily to a young 
generation of Amhara nationalists who had grown up under federalism. Amhara 
nationalism had long been associated with the pan-Ethiopianism of the Derg -era 
Ethiopian Peopleõs Revolutionary Party (EPRP), and with its heirs in the 2005 
Coalition for Unity and Democracy (CUD),  PG7 and (most recently) Ezema. 
NAMAõs rhetoric had a tougher and more ethnically-tinged edge. It gained 
ascendancy during the early phases of the transition in 2018, arguing that the TPLF 
had extended structural inequalities against Amhara into the constitution 
promulgated by the EPRDF in 1995.405 These (NAMA argued) limite d political 
representation of Amhara interests to ANRS, undermining minority rights in other 
states where ethnic Amhara are also present. NAMA demanded the òreturnó of 
Amhara òancestraló lands òremoved by the TPLFó in the early 1990s. These included 
Wolkait òannexedó to Tigray,406 Metekel òannexedó to Benishangul-Gumuz, and 
parts of Shoa òannexedó to Oromia. This approach presaged increased violence 
between Amhara and those three neighbouring regions. In March 2021, in Addis 
Ababa, NAMA, the Ethiopian Democr atic Party (EDP), and Eskinder Negaõs 
Balderas agreed to work together in one Amhara-affiliated camp. 407 
 
Meanwhile, in May 2019, PG7, the EDP, All Ethiopian Democratic Party, Semayawi 
(Blue) Party, New Generation Party, Gambella Regional Movement, and Unity for 
Democracy and Justice merged, establishing Ezema, later adding ye-Ethiopia Raõiy 
(Ethiopia Vision) party.408 From the known PG7 leaders, only (non-Amhara) 
Berhanu Nega joined the executive committee (with an Ethiopian passport he was 
allowed to stand and campaign from the district level for the Ezema leadership 
election). After the congress, Ezema embarked on expanding its organisational 

 
403 See Anonymous, Ethiopia Insight, 7 June 2021, ôAmhara Nationalism at the Pollsõ https://www.ethiopia -
insight.com/2021/06/07/amhara -nationalism -at-the-polls -in-ethiopia/   
404 Andargachew Tsige, interviewed by Zeinab Badawi, BBC Hardtalk, 14 June 2018,  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TVVuoFTSYk0  
405 See Crisis Group, ôBridging the Divide in Ethiopiaõs North,õ 12 June 2020, https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/b156 -
bridging -the-divide -in-ethiopias-north%20(1).pdf  
406 See Achamyeleh Tamiru, 2019, ôThe Wolkait Affairõ https://www.amazon.com/Wolkait -Affairs -Achamyeleh-
Tamiru/dp/1513653806  or https://www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/682013937317600140/  and Kalayu Abrha, AigaForum, 31 
January 2021, http://www.aigaforum.com/article2021/how -achamyeleh-killed -geography.htm   
407 Borkena, 18 March 2021, https://borkena.com/2021/03/18/balderas -nama-form -alliance-ahead-of-ethiopias-election/   
408 Morris  Kiruga, The Africa Report, 14 May 2019, https://www.theafricareport.com/12910/ethiopia -opposition -leader-
berhanu-nega-leads-new-party/   
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presence throughout the country, establishing branch offices in all regions and 
trying to organise officers in all electoral constituencies. Although facing a rocky 
start in the Amhara region when Berhanu and PG7 attempted to hold a rally in the 
febrile atmosphere of 2019,409 Ezema held large campaign rallies in Bahr Dar closer 
to the June 2021 election date.  
 
By 2019, Amhara politicians across the political spectrum seemed to have come to 
share the belief that Amhara interests had been marginalised under federalism since 
1991 often òspeaking in unison.ó410 All, including longstanding members of the ruling 
party, blamed òTigray dominationó for their perceived loss of land and national 
prestige under the federation. They diff ered over the best strategy for reversing the 
situation. All of the Amhara parties (ruling and opposition) have supported the 
Tigray war, and the ruling party in particular òneeded a popularity boost é needed to 
shake off the image of subservience and subordination é It needed a victory.ó411  
 
The effect of the war in Tigray and the pursuit of land claims 
 
A reshuffle over the first weekend of the Tigray war increased the influence of 
Amhara politiciansõ decision-making at the head of the federal government. The 
Amhara regional President was appointed head of National Intelligence and 
Security Service (NISS) at the start of the Tigray war, and replaced by Agegnehu 
Teshager, widely considered more robustly anti -TPLF. The Deputy PM took on the 
Foreign Ministry portfolio and his predecessor became a national security advisor, 
rapidly shuttling to Khartoum to protest about Sudanese advances at Al -Fashaga, as 
ENDF forces were relocated. Further signalling the revival of a more robust Amhara 
nationalism Brigadier General Tefera Mamo, the late General Asamnewõs special 
forces commander, was brought back to head the regional special forces, launching a 
recruitment drive.  
 
The Amhara regional government and its special forces have been heavily involved 
in the war in Tigray, and Amhara occupation and annexation of land in Western and 
Southern Tigray has hugely complicated the political landscape and brought 
international condemnation of a campaign of òethnic cleansingó of Tigrayans.412 As 
with so many other issues, there are two incompatible narratives of the Western 
Tigray land issue,413 and the establishment of new demographic facts on the ground 
in late 2020 pushed the achievement of a sustainable negotiated solution into the 

 
409 Borkena, 29 March 2019, https://borkena.com/2019/03/29/arbegnoch -ginbot -7-leader-berhanu-nega-interview -after-bahir-
dar-incident/   
410 Anonymo us, Ethiopia Insight, 7 June 2021, ôAmhara Nationalism at the Pollsõ https://www.ethiopia -
insight.com/2021/06/07/amhara -nationalism -at-the-polls -in-ethiopia/   
411 Anonymous, Ethiopia Insight, 7 June 2021, ôAmhara Nationalismõ 
412 Al -Jazeera, 10 March 2021, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/3/10/us -top-diplomat -decries-ethnic-cleansing-in-
ethiopias-tigray   
413 The extent of Amhara (and Eritrean) irredentist claims is summarised with maps at Passport Party, 11 November 2020, 
https://passportparty.ch/2020/11/11/tigrays -border-conflicts-explained/ . The Tigray account is summarised in a piece by 
Daniel Berhane, Horn Affairs, 5 June 2011 https://hornaffairs.com/2011/06/05/reality -check-tigray-annexed-amhara-lands/  
This advances a Derg-era map of the Institute for the Study of Ethiopian Nationalities (ISEN) to argue that òGondar Provinceó 
was inhabited by Amharans and Tigrayans just as òTigray Provinceó was inhabited by Tigrayans and Afars.  
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distance.414 The Amhara regional government formally affirmed its intention to 
recover these areas in June 2020.415 For many Amhara nationalists, including 
members of PP and NAMA, a key objective of the war  has been the restitution of 
what they consider to be òancestraló lands in Tigray, and the restoration of the old 
border of the Tigray Province of the imperial and Dergue eras, along the Tekezze 
River. They see the administrative area historically named Tigray as coincident with 
the òrightfuló ethnic territory of Tigrayans, something the TPLF and Tigrayans 
reject.416 For others, the annexation of land in western and southern Tigray since 
November 2020 now raises particularly complex issues of òjust resolution of 
conflictó in the future.  
 
Expansionist Amhara land claims reverberate more broadly across Ethiopiaõs 
politics, well beyond Tigray. Over and above the issue of forced removal of the 
existing population, the effective expansion of Amhara region into We stern (and 
Southern) Tigray would, if formalised, have serious implications for budgets, 
political representation, parliamentary seats, and the overall influence of Amhara at 
the national level. Other politicians will see this not only in relation to Tigra y but in a 
broader context, with a knock -on effect on the federation. The quest for farmland 
underlies a number of tensions, either on the borders of the region, or where 
Amhara farmers have resettled (historically and during the 1980s) to other parts of 
the country.417 They also have a regional implication. As Gumuz are pushed into 
Blue Nile state, Tigrayans into Gedaref and Kassala, and Beni Amer and others in 
Sudan are mobilised with the Sudan Armed Forces against òAmhara expansionism,ó 
political dynamics  internal to the Amhara region threaten to upend regional 
stability. 418 
 
The flip side of this is that political narratives within the region, and amongst elites 
beyond its borders have been strongly coloured by anger and anxiety about ethnic 
targeting of Amharas in other parts of the country, including particularly (but not 
only) in Oromia (as discussed above) and in Benishangul Gumuz.  Relations 
between the Gumuz and their Agaw, Shinasha and Amhara neighbours have long 
been complex, and a long history of slaving from the area has left a legacy bitterness 
between communities. When the federation was introduced in the early 1990s, 
Metekel zone of Bensighangul Gumuz was carved out of what had historically been 
Gojjam Province. Inter-ethnic relations were also complicated by the presence in 

 
414 Pro-Tigray Tghat media has documented what is claims are Amhara regional government leasing initiatives for the area, 18 
May 2021, https://www.tghat.com/2021/05/18/after -ethnic-cleansing-of-tigrayans-from -western-tigray -amhara-state-
proceeds-to-sale-and-distribute -their -farmlands -to-amhara-investors/   
415 http://www.madote.com/2020/07/amhara -president-announces-plan-to.html . See also Crisis Group, June 2020, 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn -africa/ethiopia/b156 -bridging -divide -ethiopias-north   
416 As above, see Achamyeleh Tamiru, 2019, ôThe Wolkait Affairõ https://www.amazon.com/Wolkait -Affairs -Achamyeleh-
Tamiru/dp/1513653806  and Kalayu Abrha, AigaForum, 31 January 2021, http://www.aigaforum.com/article202 1/how -
achamyeleh-killed -geography.htm ; also Passport Party, 11 November 2020, https://passportparty.ch/2020/11/11/tigrays -
border-conflicts-explained/  and Daniel Berhane, Horn Affairs, 5 June 2011 https://hornaffairs.com/2011/06/05/reality -check-
tigray -annexed-amhara-lands/  
417 For the remarkably inflammatory claim that òWollega is Amharaó see the veteran politician Dawit Wolde Giorgisõs 
interview with Abebe Belew, 21 April 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2X2UIvv6JAc   
418 Compare also Rights for Peace, March 2021, ôDiscrimination and Hate Speech fuel violence in Sudanõ 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/b476a0_7aeeadba08ff4732806c83 3b72879cbc.pdf  
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Metekel of large numbers of highland farm ers, who had been settled into Pawe 
wereda from elsewhere during the Dergõs 1980s resettlement programme.  
 
Settlers complained in the 1990s that the new arrangements under federalism 
discriminated against them, denying them proper representation, and the issue went 
as far as the Council of Constitutional Inquiry and House of Federation. Relations 
stabilised in the context of intensive peace building work in the late 1990s and 2000s, 
but the controversy remained. With the mobilisation from 2018 of the large  Amhara 
Special Force under Asamnew, which some observers saw as òout of controló of either 
regional government, conflict reignited: arguably less a function of ethnic difference 
than of poor local management of incendiary political interests. 419 A Gumuz mi litia 
soon emerged, some even suggesting that it was deliberately fomented. In April 
2019, violence in Dangura wereda of Metekel zone420 sent IDPs into neighbouring 
Awi zone; large scale revenge killings in Gumuz villages in Jawi wereda of Agaw 
Awi were the n reported.421   
 
Escalating violence 
 
Social media claims of #AmharaGenocide in Metekel began to circulate. In October 
2020, Deputy PM Demeke publicly called on civilians in the area to form militia to 
defend themselves from attacks by armed groups.422 On 9 December 2020, the 
Benishangul Gumuz regional government began arresting Benishangul Gumuz 
officials it said were complicit in conflict - from the former Gumuz Vice President 
Adgo Amsaya to the PP head for Metekel zone. On 17 December 2020, sources 
claimed that a Benishangul Gumuz administrator was abducted by Amhara special 
forces who camped around the areas of Jawi and Menta Wuha on the border. In 
Guangua district in Agaw Awi zone, the communications bureau reported Gumuz 
attacks on civilians in Jawi wereda. 
 
On 22/23 December 2020, a concerted armed attack killed a large number of 
highland civilians, in Bikuji kebele of Bullen wereda (Metekel). The EHRC reported 
that armed men killed more than 100 people, largely from the Shinasha ethnic 
group, setting houses on fire while people were asleep inside and using firearms 
(NAMA claimed more than 200 were killed). Over 100,000 IDPs were displaced from 
Dibate, Bullen and Mandura, as well as Wombera and Guba, between July 2020 and 
January 2021.423 The EHRC investigation found there were no security personnel 
assigned to the area at the time of the attacks. As the PM travelled to Metekel at the 
same time in late December, a participant in a town hall meeting he chaired said in a 
statement, later posted to Facebook, that Fano groups and militia under the late Gen. 

 
419 Tsega Etefa, The Conversation, 16 March 2021, https://theconversation.com/whats -causing-the-violence-in-western-ethiopia-
156970  
420 OCHA, Access Snapshot Metekel zone, November 2020, 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ocha_access_191202 -metekel_awi_snapshot_december_2019.pdf  
421 Addis Standard, 3 May 2019, https://addisstandard.com/news -several-dozens-killed -in-jawi -woreda-amhara-regional-
state-deputy -pm-demeke-describes-it -a-tragic-retaliation/ , The Ethiopian Reporter, 11 May 2019, 
https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/article/violence -benishangul-amhara-boarder-towns  
422 Reuters, 13 October 2020, https://www.dailysabah.com/world/africa/12 -people-killed -in-western-ethiopia -as-deputy -pm-
calls-on-people-to-arm-themselves  
423 https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/ethiopia -benishangul-gumuz -region-flash-update-6-january-2021  
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Asamnew Tsig® had sought the expulsion of the Gumuz from Ethiopia òclaiming 
they were Sudaneseó, and were taking the opportunity to burn Gumuz houses as the 
ENDF focused on Tigray. The depth of tension which  has now been ignited in the 
area is unlikely to be settled soon. The Amhara regional government leads a 
Command Post which administers Metekel zone of Benishangul Gumuz region 
under emergency powers: an estimated 7,000 refugees had moved into Sudanõs Blue 
Nile State by February 2021.424 
 
In March 2021, violence erupted in the Oromo zone of Amhara to the east, around 
Atayé town and the Kemissie area, killing around 200 people in April, displacing an 
estimated 358,000 civilians,425 and further ethnicising bitterness also in that area. The 
scale of the violence seems to have been significant, much greater than earlier 
rounds of tension.426 Conflict erupted in Atayé town when on 19 March 2021 an 
Oromo Imam was killed outside his mosque . It escalated over the subsequent days, 
with aggressively contradictory political rhetoric at national level. Diametrically 
opposing explanations of the violence emerged from the two wings of the ruling 
party: the Amhara PP blamed òOLF/Shanee and TPLFó for the violence, and the 
Oromo PP squarely blamed the Amhara Regional Governmentõs Special Forces.427 
Their rhetoric seems to reflect community anger and fear on all sides428 and violence 
continued and escalated into April, as massive displacement continued. Local 
sources are quoted as saying that "it did not come out of the blue. It was a war. Each side 
was attacking the other."429 
 
At the beginning of April, the Amhara region al president claimed that the OLA was 
now operating in Amhara region, with the tacit support of some in the Oromia 
regional government, and called on the federal government to take emergency 
measures.430 OLA denied categorically that its forces are active in that area, alleging 
a fabricated excuse for òethnic cleansing,ó431 and influential diaspora Oromo 
nationalist activists have drawn an explicit parallel with òethnic cleansingó and land 

 
424 https://www.unhcr.org/uk/news/briefing/2021/2/6034c92c4/thousands -ethiopians-seek-asylum-sudans-blue-nile-
state.html  
425 Ethiopiaõs Ombudsman Endale Haile indicated up to 200 deaths in further violence in April, with 250,000 displaced in 
Simien Shoa zone of Amhara and 78,000 in the Oromo zone of Amhara, Al-Jazeera, 25 April 2021, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/4/25/ethiopias -amhara-region-ethnic-violence-death-toll -hits-200 . The figure for 
displaced was later revised up to over 400,000, https://www.france24.com/en/live -news/20210603-it -was-a-war-ethnic-
killings -cloud-ethiopia -s-election-bui ldup   
426 Addis Standard, 9 April 2021, https://addisstandard.com/analysis -horrifying -accounts-of-violence-in-amhara-region-fed-
ombudsman-slams-regional-govt-performance-says-303-killed -so-far/   
427 Addis Standard, 23 March 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -oromia-pp-accuses-amhara-region-forces-of-fomenting -
violence-in-oromo-zone-says-ola-rebels-not-present-as-pm-abiy-pleads-for-calm/  and 24 March 2021, 
https://addisstandard.com/news -amhara-oromia-pp-engage-in-war -of-words -as-relative-peace-returns-to-violence-hit -
areas/ . Several observers on both sides of the dispute have seen a òdramaó staged in the heated dispute in parliament, to 
benefit the PM who remained above the fray (personal communications).  
428 Oromos injured in the violence have reportedly been taken as far as Adama, travelling via Afar, for treatment in locations 
they consider òsafe.ó 
429 France24, 3 June 2021, https://www.france24.com/en/live -news/202 10603-it -was-a-war -ethnic-killings -cloud-ethiopia-s-
election-buildup   
430 Addis Standard, 1 April 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -alert-amhara-region-president-warns-fed-govt-to-seek-
solution -to-stop-amhara-killings -wants-emergency-meeting/   
431 OLA spokesman quoted by Vice World News, 12 May 2021, https://www.vice.com/en/article/93ybyy/they -set-everything -
on-fire-the-paramilitary -forces-killing -people-theyre-meant-to-protect  
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expropriation in Western Tigray. 432 Whatever the truth of the matter, A mhara 
sources blame òOLF Shaneeó (OLA) attacks, whilst Oromos blame Amhara special 
forces. Lives and livelihoods lie in ruins.  
 
Meanwhile in May 2021, there have been unconfirmed social media reports of 
fighting and killings between Qimant minority and Am hara security forces in 
Gondar, Chilga, and Aykel, a continuation of a brutal conflict which peaked in late 
2018.433  The Qimant minority had lobbied since the 1990s for a separate 
administrative district uniting their disparate villages and giving them a v oice at 
regional level. The government in Bahr Dar finally granted self -administration status 
for 42 kebeles/sub-districts in Gondar and surroundings. However, self -
administration claims persisted from additional Qimant -community inhabited 
kebeles, and some regional politicians believed they saw interference from Tigray. 
After violence escalated from 2016, and pressure for a settlement built from the 
federal government, a referendum was held in September 2017.  
 
This did not resolve the issue, and violence continued through 2018. In the second 
week of February 2019, 56,000 people were displaced in West and Central Gondar. 
After Asamnewõs death in mid-2019 and the reshuffles of September and October 
2019, the mood shifted. The regional Security Council called for the intervention of 
federal security forces to end repeated violence in West and Central Gondar zones, 
the city of Gondar, and the Qimant administration. This decision seemed to 
acknowledge that partisan regional security forces could no longer arbitr ate in the 
Qimant conflict. Nevertheless, in October 2019 another 22 people were killed in 
clashes between ANRS forces and the Qimant near Gondar.434 
 
Identifying drivers of conflict and assessing the land claims of Amhara populations 
is now exceptionally divisive nationally: where some see evidence of òAmhara 
genocideó others claim that Amhara politicians have themselves been involved in 
fomenting conflict ð to encroach on land in unstable areas, or to discredit òethnicó 
federalism.  
 
On the face of it, meanwhile, within the Amhara region, much of it 435 looked set to 
have amongst the most competitive elections in the country in June 2021, with these 
polarising narratives interacting with local competition in complex ways. The ruling 
Prosperity Party faced at least two parties with relatively strong local constituencies, 
which represent a key òdualityó of Amhara politics: the pan -Ethiopianist Ezema, and 
the Amhara nationalist NAMA. Ezemaõs pan-Ethiopianist predecessor CUD polled 
strongly in Amhara in 2005, with  many observers believing that it won the vote in 

 
432 For instance, cf. Free Oromia podcast, episode 22, ôStand up for Wallo,õ 26 March 2021, 
https://podcasts.google.com/feed/aHR0cHM6Ly9mZWVkcy5idXp6c3Byb3V0LmNvbS8xNDQ3NDUwLnJzcw?sa=X&ved=0
CAkQlvsGahcKEwi4tbeBgs7wAhUAAAAAHQAAAAAQAQ&hl=en -GB  
433 Crisis Group, 12 June 2020, https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn -africa/ethiopia/b156 -bridging -divide -ethiopias-
north   
434 Giulia Paravicini, Reuters, 3 October 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/uk -ethiopia-violence/attacks -kill -22-in-
ethiopias-amhara-region-party -official -idUKKBN1WI20I?edition -redirect=uk   
435 Eight constituencies in Oromia and Simien Shoa zones affected by recent violence will not conduct elections 
https://addisstandard.com/news -electoral-board-issues-list-of-40-constituencies-in-six-regions-where-elections-wont -take-
place-per-schedule/   
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the region (it clearly faced very significant violent intimidation); but there are signs 
that (until recently) the organization struggled to gain traction or win support in the 
region. Until 2015, Amhara po litical sentiment was broadly seen as aligning with a 
pan-Ethiopianist vision, but a younger generation of ethno -nationalists have been 
drawn to the more òassertiveó (some would say exclusionary) politics of NAMA. In 
the run up to the June poll NAMA compla ined of unfair pressure from the ruling PP, 
and this can be expected to increase if their electoral popularity also seems to 
increase. They are reported to have presented a number of complaints to NEBE.436  
 
During the first few months of the war in Tigray,  the Amhara ruling PP seemed to 
have won strong popular support in the region because of its militarily assertive 
policy, the òrestorationó of òAmhara landó (see above), and by placing few demands 
on farmers. Gondar and parts of Gojjam were thought to be particularly supportive. 
The mood in Wollo and Simien Shoa may have shifted after heavy conflict and 
displacement around the Oromia zone in March and April 2021 caused communities 
to reassess who would òbest protectó them. But elections were postponed in these 
areas. As pre-election analysis concluded, at least in those areas where elections did 
then take place in June "there are no insurgent groups actively roaming the forests and 
mountains of Amhara. The opposition, although many experienced arrests in the wake of the 
June 2019 violence, remain largely freeñbut the regional political issues remain no less 
complex and uncertain.ó437 
 
 
5.6 The south, east and west 
 
The Southern Region 
 
The ruling EPRDF organisation in the Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoplesõ 
Region (SNNPR) joined the PP in November 2020, although there are a number of 
key politicians who are thought to have been less than enthusiastic. Politics in the 
region has been complicated by agitation for the establishment of separate regions 
out of this òfederation within a federation,ó with the Sidama region finally 
inaugurated earlier in 2021. The ruling party now seems likely to push for a 
constellation of a further five states, reasonably similar to that which applied dur ing 
a brief period in 1991/92. A referendum on the formation of a new South West 
region was scheduled to be held in the Kaffa, Sheka, Bench Sheko, Dawro, West 
Omo zones and Konta special wereda at the same time (and instead of) national and 
regional elections in those areas, but the vote was postponed for September due to 
ongoing conflict. 438 The plans will see winners and losers, and have seen particularly 

 
436 Addis Standard, 26 June 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -five-opposition -parties-who -participated -in-this-weeks-
general-election-complain -about-electoral-process/   
437 Anonymous, Ethiopia Insight, 7 June 2021, https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2021/06/07/amhara -nationalism -at-the-polls -
in-ethiopia/  
438 In June 2021 NEBE postponed the referendum, eliciting anger, see Addis Standard, 11 June 2021,  
https://addisstandard.com/news -local-officials -denounce-postponement-of-south-west-region-referendum/ See also 
UNOCHA, 15 May 2021, https://reliefweb.int/site s/reliefweb.int/files/resources/MDRET025do.pdf   
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vigorous opposition in Wolayita, triggering the detention of zonal politicians, and 
demonstrations and deaths especially in August 2020.439 
 
Elections in many parts of the region were likely to see a contest between the ruling 
PP and Ezema, which is thought to be particularly strongly entrenched in the 
SNNPR, especially (but not only) in its urban areas. The opposition polled 
particularly strongly in Guraghe zone in 2005, and the same support could be 
expected for Ezema in 2021. Meanwhile, opposition Medrek leader Beyene Petros 
called for a rerun of the poll the week after it was held. 440 Support for the ruli ng 
party would in principle have been expected likely to suffer across the region as a 
result of longstanding corruption and poor governance in the region, and political 
foot-dragging over the òseparatistó zonal agendas, although protestant communities 
may have supported the PM, and (Muslim) Silte zoneõs politicians are still 
prominent at federal level. The Sidama Liberation Movement (SLM) may have 
benefited from its campaign for separate statehood, and ongoing frustration about a 
slow division of resources , and the relatively limited benefits which have so far 
accrued to the new region. Results remain to be seen. 
 
As already noted above, violent conflict with the neighbouring West Guji zone 
(Oromia) affected the Gedeo zone in 2018, and many remain displaced, with 
insecurity rising again in recent months. Konso has also been hit by sporadic 
fighting in July, September, November and December 2020, with multiple deaths, 
and displacing almost a hundred thousand. 441 Karaté town authorities imposed a 
curfew in May 2021 to combat òlawlessness.ó442 Since an attack by unknown 
gunmen in October 2020 killed 31 Oromo and Amhara farmers at Gura Ferda, west 
of Tepi town, the newly created òBench-Sheko zoneó (amalgamating several pre-
existing zones in September 2020, apparently with the intention of forming a new 
òSouth West Ethiopiaó region subject to referendum) has also faced escalating 
insecurity. 443 Incompetent management (or no management) of tensions over 
political restructuring as well as local animus have seen òethnic othersó often 
targeted.  
 
5.7 Somali Region  
 
Ethiopiaõs Somali region arguably benefited more from the change of government in 
2018 than any other region. The federal removal of a brutal existing regional 
President in August 2018 saw a new President appointed, who had returned from 
exile in Kenya, amidst a wave of euphoria. Also returning were the leaders, rank and 
file and long -exiled supporters of the Ogaden National Liberation Front (ONLF), 

 
439 Reuters, 10 August 2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/us -ethiopia -protests-idUSKCN2562EQ  
440 Addis Standard, 26 June 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -five-opposition -parties-who -participated -in-this-weeks-
general-election-complain -about-electoral-process/   
441 Addis Standard, 23 November 2020, https://addisstandard.com/news -dozens-of-civilians -killed -in-sustained-konso-zone-
violence-more-than-94-000-displaced/a mp/   
442 Addis Standard, 7 May 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -mayor-of-karat-city -konso-zone-imposes-curfew -to-curtail -
lawlessness-organized-crime/   
443 New Humanitarian, 23 November 2020, https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news -feature/2020/11/23/ethiopia -tigray -
fuel-conflict -hotspots-ethnic-politics   
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who had left government and returned to armed struggle in the 1990s, when their 
call for a referendum on inde pendence was quashed.444 Reform of a brutal regional 
special police force was promised, and diaspora Somalis flocked to do business in a 
newly deregulated economic space. Trade, including contraband, boomed, and the 
Ethiopian Somali regionõs natural international linkages with the rest of the Somali 
arena flourished ð perhaps for the first time in Ethiopiaõs modern history.  
 
The optimism of 2018 and 2019 has given way to greater concern and cynicism as 
elections were postponed in 2020,445 and then in the run -up to polls planned in May, 
then in June 2021, and postponed again in regional constituencies to 6 September 
2021.446 Opposition parties, including but not only the ONLF, have all voiced 
complaints of harassment and intimidation. 447 Relations between the regional 
government and NEBE also suffered when NEBE decided not to hold elections in the 
30 polling stations in 8 kebeles affected by Afar-Somali conflict.448 There have been 
controversies over the number of registered voters in the first half of 2021: voter 
registration was suspended in 7 constituencies amidst allegations of systemic 
irregularities. 449 Problems escalated to such a level that in April 2021 three very 
diverse opposition parties (ONLF, Ezema, and the Freedom and Equality Party), and 
independent candidates in the region took the unusual step of writing a joint 
complaint. 450 The Somali region held the most free and fair election in Ethiopian 
history in the early 1990s, and it remains to be seen whether this entirely exceptional 
event can be repeated.  
 
A very serious period of conflict along the borders between the Somali region and 
neighbouring Oromia killed hundreds and displaced more than a million over the 
period from 2016 to 2018.451 A long -disputed process of attempted border 
demarcation between two regions of pastoral communities with long histories of 
movement and inter -mingling offered fuel for political elites to ignite violence, in the 
period of heightened ethno -national consciousness and political contestation that 
brought the new PM to power. Here again, òInter-ethnic strife [was] driven by interests 
that emanate from other places, namely regional and national elites.ó452 New governments 
in both regions, with new sets of interests, have been at pains to restore positive 

 
444 Aden Abdi, Conciliation Resources, October 2019, https://www.c -r.org/news -and-insight/one -year-moving -war-peace-
ethiopia   
445 Tobias Hagmann, CRP Briefing Paper, 11 September 2020, https://www.lse.ac.uk/ideas/Assets/Documents/Conflict -
Research-Programme/crp -memos/Hagmann -Two-years-after-Iley-final. pdf   
446 Addis Standard, 11 June 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -defect-in-ballot -papers-leads-to-postponed-election-in-
dozens-of-constituencies-somali-region-sw-referendum/  
447 Khalif Abdirahman, LSE Blog, 25 March 2021, https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/crp/2021/03/25/election -prospects-in-somali-region-
ethiopia/   
448 Bruk Abdu, The Ethiopian Reporter, 27 March 2021, https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/article/board -slams-somali-
region-after-it -threatened-boycott-election  
449 Addis Standard, 18 May 2021, https://addisstandard.com/in -depth-analysis-as-electoral-board-reckons-with -delays-and-
voters-registration -malfunction -riddle -the-process-eus-final -decision-is-to-send-no-mission-at-all/   
450 Addis Standard, 20 April 2021, https://addisstandard.com/analysis -once-hailed-as-peaceful-somali-region-embroiled -in-
election-fiasco-poor-human-rights-handling -of-detainees/   
451 Tobias Hagmann and Mustaphe Mohammed Abdi , CRP Research Memo, March 2020 
https://www.lse.ac.uk/ideas/Assets/Documents/Conflict -Research-Programme/crp -memos/Inter -ethnic-conflicts-SRS-
Final-April -2020.pdf  
452 Tobias Hamann and Mustaphe Mohammed Abdi, March 2020.  
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relations since 2018. Conflict has subsided, although many remain displaced, and 
ongoing resource claims are likely.  
 
More recently Afar -Somali conflict re-erupted in relation to the three towns on the 
main Djibo uti road which are within the borders of Afar but long claimed by the 
Somali region: Gedamaitu (Amibara), Undufo (north in Gewane) and Adaitu (north 
again in Mille). The towns are potentially lucrative entrepôts for informal Somali 
trade and contraband to access the asphalt highway and Ethiopiaõs highland 
markets. As informal trade in the Somali region has boomed since the new regional 
government was established in mid -2018, the commercial significance of the towns 
has returned, and violent conflict with it .453 òAbout a hundred civiliansó were reported 
killed in April 2021, primarily in Gewane, 454 and national elections were quickly 
excluded in the 30 polling stations in the disputed areas.455 Pressure over the Afar-
Somali border and conflict with Somalis in Shinille zone is longstanding, and Afar 
see a historical pattern of Somali encroachment towards the Awash river: also a 
matter of vigorous ð and violent - dispute.  
At the end of June 2021, it remained to be seen whether (and when) the election 
could be held in the Somali region without recourse to violence. The balance 
between the large Ogaadeen clan, and other smaller clans in the region has often 
influenced politics in the region (and drawn in meddling from Addis Ababa): since 
2009, regional government and the ONLF have both been led by Ogaadeen 
politicians, and this remains the case in this contest, a change in the constellation of 
the cast of protagonists notwithstanding. The political dispensation amongst non -
Ogaadeen clans may again prove crucial to the formation of a new regional 
government post-election. In the wake of polls elsewhere, many observers at the end 
of June 2021 considered the outcome of Somali region elections in September 
increasingly unlikely to influence the national outcome, but this remains to be seen.   
 
5.8 Afar Region  
 
The establishment of the PP in November 2019 formally brought Afar politicians 
into the ruling party at national level: as in Somali region, a locally popular move 
that also gave Afar individuals (including women) federal portfolios. 456 Regional 
President Awol Arba was not a newcomer. He had earlier replaced his longstanding 
predecessor in 2015, and the PP largely took over the existing structures of the 
EPRDF-affiliated ruling party, the Afar Peopleõs Democratic Party (APDP).  
 
There was a significant turnover of political appointees and administrative staf f at 
local level in Afar woredas during 2018, and (as in some other regions) a new 
generation of younger cadres came into local administration. They combined 
enthusiasm and optimism about the future with a lack of experience, and little 

 
453 https://reliefweb.int/sites/rel iefweb.int/files/resources/afar_issa_flash_update_27_01_2021.pdf   
454 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/4/7/dozens -killed -in-clashes-in-ethiopias-afar-somali-regions  
455 https://www.africaintelligence.com/eastern -and-southern-africa_politics/2021/03/29/electoral -board-under-increasing-
strain-from -regional-tensions,109653736-art  
456 The Civil Engineer Aisha Mohammed Musa was briefly Minister of Defence, before being moved to Construction and Urban 
Development.  
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indication of a new  strategy for institutional development or what might change in 
practice.  At the regional level, meanwhile, changes seem to have been more of a 
reshuffle, with more independent minded politicians replaced by those amenable to 
federal pressure. A spate of arrests at the end of 2019 ensured that the shifted 
constellation (which initially ruffled clan feathers) could settle in, and the pre -
existing cadre system continued to operate, with apparently limited change in 
practice. 
 
Afar clans have taken a pragmatic approach to multi -party politics, each ensuring 
that it placed its key people in all of the contending ruling and opposition parties, to 
cover all eventualities. It is unlikely this strategy will change. Apart from the Afar 
chapter of the ruling PP, other political actors include the opposition Afar Liberation 
Front (ALF), The Afar Revolutionary Democratic Unity Front (ARDUF) and the Afar 
Peopleõs Party (APP). ALF is closely associated with the Alimirah family (Awsa 
Sultanate with a historical base at Assaiyta) which fought the military regime 
through the late 1970s and 1980s; two of its members held the regional presidency 
from 1991 to 1996, before being replaced by an EPRDF ally who remained in position 
for nearly 20 years. ARDUF, also known locally as Uguguma, conducted armed 
operations in the òinternal peripheryó along the western border between Afar and 
neighbouring Tigray and Amhara. The organi sation was thought to have been 
bought off in the 2000s, under a deal cut to allow commercial access to the salt pans 
at Afdera and Berahale.  
 
The ALF and ARDUF were both registered with NEBE to compete with the PP and 
Ezema for the upcoming elections, along with the APP (which returned from Eritrea 
with its 400 fighters in 2016) and an Afar Peace and Democracy Party (APDP). APP 
in particular has been outspoken in its social media criticism of alleged strong -arm 
ruling party politics, and òfully rejected the whole processó in the wake of the June 
poll. 457 Ezemaõs predecessor, the opposition CUD, gained some support in the urban 
centres in Afar region in 2005, and they were fielding candidates again the region. 
Little is known about the reach of Ezema into Afar clan networks. On the face of it, a 
competitiv e election was not likely to be in prospect, with voting likely to accord 
with a pre -arranged deal between clans, cemented via the distribution of food aid.   
 
The Eritrean opposition Red Sea Afar Democratic Organisation (RSADO) was based 
in Ethiopia durin g the EPRDF period but is thought to have been expelled since the 
peace-deal between Asmara and Addis Ababa. Afars live in all three states of 
Ethiopia, Eritrea and Djibouti, and secessionism has long complicated the politics of 
the region. Afar politician s felt that they lost influence on the Ethiopian state with 
the loss of the port of Assab when Eritrea seceded in 1993, and access stopped with 
the outbreak of war in 1998. Plans to reopen Ethiopian use of Assab at some point in 
the future could change the pattern of Afar winners and losers, in unpredictable 
ways. Meanwhile, social media commentators alleged at the beginning of June 2021, 
that Afar regional bodies were also keen to annex land on the border with Eastern 

 
457 Addis Standard, 26 June 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -five-opposition -parties-who -participated -in-this-weeks-
general-election-complain -about-electoral-process/   
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Tigray, reports which have not been confirmed. Afar loyalty forms an important 
plank of any national federal strategy to encircle Tigray.  
 
5.9 Benishangul Gumuz  
 
The ruling party in Benishangul Gumuz (B -GPDUF), which had been allied with the 
ruling EPRDF, joined the PP when it was established in November 2019. The existing 
regional President, Alshadli Hasen (Berta) had been appointed in 2016. He remained 
in position but removed many of his cabinet after the change of government in 2018, 
including a number of well -qualified Shinasha.   
 
The balance of power between the five (controversially) so-called òindigenousó 
groups (Berta, Gumuz, Mao, Komo and Shinasha) and large populations of other 
òsettleró groups (Amhara, Oromo, Kambatta and Tigrayan) dominates political 
sensitivities in the region. Whilst the constitutional arrangement nominally invests 
political power in the former, economic power and job opportunities have tended to 
remain with the latter. Sensitivities have been further exacerbated by disputes over 
land, and the demarcation of the regionõs borders. In 1991 Benishangul Gumuz was 
carved from the pre-existing provinces of Gojjam (north of the Nile) and Wollega 
(south), a dispensation accepted neither by Gojjami Amhara nor by Wollega 
Oromos, as noted above. Land sensitivities expanded greatly when large tracts of 
land in the region were allocated to commercial investors both domestic and foreign, 
after 2001/2.  
 
The geopolitical salience of Benishangul Gumuz has increased with the 
establishment of the GERD within the region. Recent tensions between Ethiopia and 
Sudan have seen Sudan realign itself with Egypt in the dispute over the filling of the 
dam and use of Nile waters. Benishangul Gumuz is host to around 65,000 refugees 
from Blue Nile (Sudan) and Upper Nile (South Sudan). 458As noted above, the area 
north of the Nile (Metekel zone) remains under an emergency Command Post, and 
no election was to be held here in June. NEBE at the beginning of June 2021 added 
Kamashi zone to the list.459 In the zones south of the Nile, the Benishangul Gumuz 
ruling PP was unlikely to face strong opposition, although Ezema was fielding 
candidates in urban and settler areas. A longstanding opposition grouping, the 
Benishangul Gumuz Peopleõs Liberation Movement (BPLM or Behenen), has strong 
roots in Berta-related communities in Damazien in Sudan. Although it agreed to 
return to electoral politics after 2018 and formed an alliance with a number of other 
smaller ethno-nationalist parties, its status remains uncertain. 
 
5.10 Socio-economic stakes and the cost of the war  
 
An overall assessment of the economic impact of the war, and of Ethiopiaõs economy 
in the face of the wider patterns of conflict described above, lies beyond the scope of 

 
458 UNHCR, Regional Sitrep, June 2020, https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/benishangul -gumuz-region-situational -update-
june-2020  
459 Addis Standard, 1 June 2021, https://addisstandard.com/news -election-will -not-to-take-place-in-four -constituencies-in-
benishagul-gumuz -snnps-rises-to-seven-board-updates-status-for-others/   
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this paper. In a jaw-dropping speech on 29 June 2021, however, PM Abiy stated that 
his government had spent 100 billion Birr on the war in Tigray. This is roughly 
equivalent to US Dollars 2.3 billion or 18% of Ethiopiaõs current annual budget of 
561.7 billion Birr.460 This figure would clearly give a substantial jolt to e ven the 
healthiest economy, and most robust political settlement.  
 
Economic factors, however, will clearly be critical to the countryõs ability to 
withstand  and recover from what EU Commissioner Jutta Urpilainen in June 2021 
called the òshaking of its whole fabric.ó461 Economic updates as recently as March 2021 
focus not on the war or wider conflict but on the economic impact of COVID -19, and 
the implications of an associated collapse in global demand.462 These reportedly 
drove a 4.1 percent reduction in merchandise exports (excluding gold) during July -
December 2020, and a 20 percent decline in FDI during Financial Year 2020. A 
broadly upbeat analysis nevertheless acknowledges that Ethiopia requested debt 
treatment under the G-20 common framework and that òdownside risks to this outlook 
loom large due to internal conflict.ó463  
 
Recent analysis of Ethiopiaõs debt position observed that òinvestors and creditors have 
for years underplayed the political risks in Ethiopia. With the outbreak of conflict in Tigray, 
continued turmoil in Oromia, and the regional tensions around the governmentõs flagship 
investment ñGrand Ethiopian Renaissance Damñ these are now impossible to ignore. In 
the meantime, the governmentõs response to these challenges has so far been inconsequential, 
with exercises such as the launching of the Ten-Year Pathway to Prosperity Plan that 
appears to be detached from the contingency of reality. It is doubtful that the ambitious goals 
set in the plan are going to be met when, according to OCHA, 23 million Ethiopians are 
currently in need of humanitarian assistance.ó464 
 
Ethiopiaõs key vulnerability lies precisely here: in the scale of actual and potential 
poverty and food insecurity. The latest World Bank update acknowledges that 
òagainst a backdrop of a large vulnerable population, a shock across the country that reduces 
household consumption by 10 percent would, all else being equal, raise the poverty rate by 6 
percentage points. This would bring about 6.5 million people into poverty, reversing all the 
progress made in poverty reduction between 2011 and 2016.ó465 These risks have been 
well established, and long documented. As the world waits to see whether food 
supplies will be allowed to reach starving Tigrayan at the end of June 2021, the 
stakes could not be higher. Acute risks also pertain to the wider national picture.  
 

 
460 on the increase and scale of the budget this year see Reuters 5 June 2021, https://www.reuters.co m/article/ethiopia -budget-
idUSL5N2NN05Y . The speech was later posted on the official Twitter account of the office of the Prime Minister of Ethiopia 
at https://twitter.com/PMEth iopia/status/1410164100752187394?s=20 
461 Jutta Urpilainen, 10 June 2021, at the EU-US High-level roundtable on the humanitarian emergency in Tigray, 
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/content/us -eu-high -level-roundtable -humanitarian -emergency-tigray_en   
462 World Bank, òEthiopia 8th Economic Update: Ensuring Ethiopiaõs Resilient Recovery from COVID-19ó, March 2021, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/672121619537898959/pdf/Eighth -Ethiopia -Economic-Updat e-Ensuring-
Resilient-Recovery-from -COVID -19.pdf  
463 World Bank 8 th Economic Update, March 2021, p.ix 
464 Federico Rogai, òEthiopiaõs debt: an economic and political liability,ó Ethiopia Insight, 10 May 2021, https://www.ethiopia -
insight.com/2021/05/10/ethiopias -debt-an-economic-and-political -liability/   
465 World Bank 8 th Economic Update, March 2021, p.ix  
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Almost eight months into the war in Tigray it is salutary to return to a 
comprehensive analysis of national trends and potential developmental scenarios up 
to 2030, which was conducted in 2016/17.466 This concluded that òthe possible 
consequences of the Crisis and Stalled Development scenarios paint an alarming picture. In 
the Stalled Development scenario, there could be roughly 14% more Ethiopians living in 
poverty, GDP per capita could be approximately 8% lower and Ethiopiaõs HDI score could be 
nearly 3% lower in 2030 relative to the Current Path. In the Governance Crisis scenario, 
there could be about 25% more people living in poverty in Ethiopia, GDP per capita could be 
25% lower, and the countryõs HDI score could dip by more than 4%, relative to Ethiopiaõs 
current development trajectory. Finally, in the combined Crisis Scenario, Ethiopia could be 
facing more than a 50% increase in extreme poverty, a 29% reduction in GDP per capita and 
a 6% reduction in its HDI score, relative to the [2016] Current Path in 2030.ó467 
 
Ethiopia must create two million jobs a year to keep pace with the number of young 
people entering the workforce; the most optimistic analysis suggests it is meeting 
less than one-third of that target. 468 In this context, migration to the Gulf has been 
described as a òrelease valve,ó and one which has steadily closed as Gulf states have 
placed blocks on informal migration. 469  
 
It is in this socio-economic context that Addis Fortune on 30 May 2021 reported that 
Amhara region was requesting two billion Ethiopian Birr (around US$ 47 million) 
for reimbursement of the costs of the medical treatment of members of the Ethiopian 
forces injured in the war. 470 At the beginning of June Ethiopia approved an 18% rise 
in its annual budget,471 but little is known about off -budget financing arrangements 
or international support. Observers can be forgiven for wondering just what scale of 
human and financial cost the country will pay for the deep political crisis of which 
the war in Tigray is a part; and for speculating about just how ð and at whose 
expense ð this charge will be met.472 
 
5.11 Concluding remarks  
 

 
466 Jakkie Cilliers et al., òEthiopia Development Trends Assessmentó ISS and International Futures for USAID, March 2017, 
https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/ethiopia -assessment.pdf 
467 Cilliers et al., òEthiopia Development Trends Assessmentó, March 2017, p.156.  
468 USIP, Senior Study Group, 29 October 2020, p.38 https://ww w.usip.org/publications/2020/10/final -report -and-
recommendations-senior-study -group -peace-and-security-red-sea, citing Lauren Kelly and Jos® Carbajo Martinez, òCan 
Ethiopia Create 2 Million Jobs Every Year?,ó World Bank Independent Evaluation Group, September 4, 2018, 
https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/blog/can -ethiopia-create-2-million -jobs-every-year; International Crisis Group, òManaging 
Ethiopiaõs Unsettled Transition,ó February 21, 2019, www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn -africa/ethiopia/269 -managing-
ethiopias-unsettled-transition     
469 USIP, Senior Study Group, 29 October 2020, p.28 https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/10/final -report -and-
recommendations-senior-study -group -peace-and-security-red-sea  
470 Addis Fortune, 30 May 2021, https://addisfortune.news/amhara -region-places-two -billion -br-in-war -recompense/   
471 Reuters, 5 June 2021, https://www.reuters.com/article/ethiopia -budget-idUSL5N2NN05Y   
472 See for instance, Alex de Waal, interviewed by Telile Dange of KMN, 17 February 2021 
https://sites.tufts.edu/reinventingpeace/2021/02/17/interview -with -alex-de-waal-2/  òWhat I fear will happen is the Ethiopian 
government will start offering large scale areas of land, please come buy our land, you can control this land so that we can have a little bit of 
cash to bail out our ailing economy to pay our army etc Danger.. These are the types of things that a desperate government will do.ó 
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Well -placed commentators473 and important political stakeholders 474 have noted that 
the war in Tigray is only òthe tip of the icebergó of conflict and political crisis across 
Ethiopia. This paper documents these others conflicts: that dominant narratives 
about why are often superficial, and that they are always violently contested. It 
suggests that central tensions emerge not from òcriminalityó or òethnic conflictó but 
rather from profound political divisions about the desirable shape of the Ethiopian 
state; from the current regimeõs determination to marginalise and exclude 
uncompromising òfederalistó stakeholders on one side of this political argument; 
and from its active political failure to manage and avert known conflict risks in good 
faith.  
 
For many observers (on both sides of the political divide about òethnicó federalism), 
the 2018 transition, and its culmination in t he 2021 election was a second attempt by 
pan-Ethiopianist groupings to wrest control of, and potentially to reshape, a 
multinational federation that does not serve their interests: in essence an òAct Twoó 
designed to succeed where they failed to take power in 2005. A year ago, as the 
òtransitionó evolved, one such commentator saw a ò2005 Redux,ó and warned òthis 
time the risk is higher than 2005. The political narrative is no longer dominated by Addis 
Ababa and its Amharic-speaking elite. Indeed, the narrative is not even occurring in 
Amharic. It is clear now there are at least three main political power bases: Tigray and Afar; 
urban elites, including the PM himself; and the Oromo-dominated south. Add the heightened 
political consciousness produced by protest movements, social media, and regional 
structures, and Ethiopiaõs political constituency looks sharply demarcated.ó475  
 
Over the intervening year since that commentary was written, violent political 
engineering achieved a dramatic weakening and discrediti ng of two of those three 
power bases ð each at terrible ongoing cost: Tigray by means of the war; and what 
the commentator calls the òOromo-dominated Southó as a result of the clampdown 
on popular opposition post -Hachalu. It would be perverse not to look f or the active 
hand of the third bloc in deliberately effecting these changes. The ground for these 
violent political exclusions has been laid incrementally over a lengthy period, and 
with a depth of propaganda and occlusion that has generated a fevered public 
enthusiasm. In 2005 the gamble was arguably confined to the ballot box: in 2018-2021 
it has proved much more extensive and ambitious, and much more destructive in its 
scope. 
 
That the regime, and the Ethiopian nationalist òblocó has had external support from 
Eritrea in achieving its ambitions ð in Tigray clearly, and now allegedly also in the 
theatre of conflict in Oromia ð was an unexpected but all-too-intelligible aspect of 
the òtransition.ó Much depends on oneõs view of Eritreaõs President Isaias and his 
likely motivation vis -à-vis Ethiopia: analysis which also lies beyond the scope of this 

 
473 Ren® Lefort òEthiopiaõs vicious deadlock,ó Ethiopia Insight, 27 April 2021, https://www.ethiopia -
insight.com/2021/04/27/ethiopias -vicious -deadlock/  
474 Oromo Liberation Front, statement 28 April 2021, cited in Addis Standard, 29 April 2021 https://addiss tandard.com/news -
ofc-olf -call-for -dialogue-national -consensus-before-elections-ola-calls-for -ceasefire-and-preconditioned -national -dialogue/   
475 Anonymous, Ethiopia Insight, 22 May 2020 https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2020/05/22/for -ethiopias-political -tribes-its-
2005-redux/   
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paper.476 For anyone in doubt, Worku Aberraõs hair-raising account of the Ethio-
Eritrean òcommon marketó period from 1991-98, offers a further useful corrective to 
the saccharine rhetoric of Ethiopiaõs current leaders.477 
 
On 28 May 2021, the ruling Prosperity Party stated that òthe main aim of the bodies who 
donõt want to see the civilisation of Ethiopia is to create a weak Ethiopia. Towards this end 
they use three methods: use every opportunity to put Ethiopia into war with its neighbouring 
countries, to weaken Ethiopiaõs economy and to create conflict among Ethiopians based on 
religion and regionalism.ó478 An alternative analysis is that these are precisely the 
processes in which (knowingly and perhaps unknowingly) the ruling and 
opposition politicians cultivating t he popular narrative of Ethiopian sovereignty in 
the run up to national polls have colluded: in an attempt to undermine the federal 
arrangement, and demonise their ethno-nationalist opponents.  
 
Treating the war in Tigray in isolation from Ethiopiaõs wider political developments 
undermines analytical understanding of its political drivers and complexities: of the 
deeper power and ideational struggle of which it now forms a part. The narrative 
from Addis Ababa since the current Prime Minister came to power i n March 2018 
sought to separate the TPLF from other political actors. Ironically, the barbarity of 
the war has elicited a symmetrical desire for òuncouplingó on the part of a Tigrayan 
diaspora now mobilised in support of Tigrayõs eventual independence of Ethiopia. 
This has been an impassioned response to the atrocity which has been the hallmark 
of the war ð but also to the failure of other Ethiopian friends, neighbours and 
colleagues to call out these evils, a silence which has added insult to deep injury. 
After almost eight months of brutalisation, many Tigrayans say that they can no 
longer see a place for themselves in Ethiopia. Whether this view can evolve depends 
critically, at the time of writing, on whether the urgent delivery of emergency food 
and medicines reaches Tigrayans living in areas controlled by the Tigray regional 
government. In broader terms, meanwhile, it is hard to see how an Ethiopia as 
violently divided as it is in mid -2021 charts an inclusive future capable of drawing 
out the pain of al l those affected by conflict.  
 
The hope that elections might somehow provide a conclusion or resolution of 
Ethiopiaõs crisis has preoccupied Ethiopians and outsiders for years. The US 
government in June 2021 expressed itself ògravely concernedó that the opposite may 
be true, given an electoral environment in which polarisation has hardened. 479  
Abadir Mohammed Ibrahim has argued that ògoing into transitional elections in a 
divided society before agreeing on core constitutional issues was never a good idea. If normal 

 
476 For the view that he is behind the war, see Goytom Teklu, ôEthiopiaõs Treacherous Transitionõ Ethiopia Insight, 21 March 2021 
https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2021/03/19/ethiopias -treacherous-transition/ ; see also Alex de Waal, interviewed by 
Kush Media, 11 February 2021 https://www.facebook.com/1199689540205069/videos/456704648804436  . For a more positive 
view of Issaiasõs potential role and influence in Ethiopia see Andargachew Tsigeõs interview with BBCõs Hardtalk, where he 
claims to have influenced PM Abiyõs decision to do business with President Issaias 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AJv1NermBEY  
477 Worku Aberra, ôAsymmetric Benefits: the Ethio-Eritrea Common Market (1991-1998)õ 
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1097&context=ijad   
478 Statement of the Executive Committee of the Prosperity Party, 28 May 2021, https://fb.watch/5MHS2Y0q8i/  
479 Reuters, 11 June 2021, https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/us -says-it -is-gravely -concerned-about-ethiopia-elections-
2021-06-11/   
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elections are a contentious process, transitional elections in which the òsocial contractó has 
not been negotiated risk turning into referenda on constitutional matters.ó  
 
Arguably, in this case partial June polls have now offered a referendum in which (in 
many places) only one side of the constitutional argument could be selected. But 
Abadir is also right to argue that Ethiopia is now well beyond the sequencing 
problem, and that elections will do nothing to resolve Ethiopiaõs longstanding 
inability to move towards a politics of inclusion and consensus. Ethiopia, he notes, 
needs òa system in which its heterogeneous members have mutual assurances that their core 
interests are secure from being obliterated by the whims of electoral politicsó - or indeed by 
war.  This paper has set out the devastating scope of the consequences of the failure 
to achieve this beyond Tigray. We can only conclude with Abadir, that òEthiopia may 
not collapse in the coming weeks or month. But that prospect is heightened with every 
mistake that is repeated.480 
 
 

6. Diploma tic Efforts  
 
By Habte Hagos and Martin Plaut  
Introduction 
 
As the fighting in Tigray began the diplomatic effort to try and contain and then halt 
the dangerous conflict got underway. It would rapidly involve all the facets of the 
international community: from the African Union based in Addis Ababa to the 
European Union in Brussels and the UN in New York. In addition to these 
multinational initiatives , there were interventions from individual st ates. The scale 
of this involvement was justified: the conflict threatened far more than Ethiopia; it 
put s in jeopardy the whole of the Horn of Africa.  
 
6.1 UN Security Council  and the African Union  
 
UN Security Council held the first of several meetings on 24 November.481 No formal 
statement was issued and the meeting only went ahead at the insistence of the 
European members, with African states reportedly refusing to facilitate the 
discussions. òSouth Africa asked for time so that the envoys can conduct their 
consultations and refer the matter to the African Union. A statement could 
complicate the situation,ó an African diplomat declared after the session.482 In May 
2021 President Ramaphosa was still hoping that the former African presidents 
whom h e had nominated as peacemakers might be able to proceed with their work, 
but without any indication that the Ethiopians would accept the proposal. 483 South 
Africaõs International Relations and Cooperation Minister, Naledi Pandor, posed the 

 
480 Abadir Mohammed Ibrahim, Ethiopia Insight, 9 June 2021, https://www.ethiopia -insight.com/2021/06/09/ethiopias -
tortuous -path-to-democratization/   
481 https://www.channelstv.com/2020/11/24/un -security-council-holds-first -meeting-on-ethiopias-tigray/   
482 Ibid.  
483 https://www.news24.com/news24/southafrica/news/ramaphosa -hoping -peace-envoys-can-return -to-ethiopia-naledi-
pandor-20210527 
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possibility that the mission might be rejuvenated once the Ethiopian elections, 
scheduled for June 2021, were out of the way. 
 
While the African states prevaricated, the European Union began to increase the 
pressure on Prime Minister Abiy. The EU had provided Ethiopia with  û815 million 
for the 2014-2020 budgetary period, plus more than û400 million from the EU Trust 
Fund for Africa. 484 These funds gave officials in Brussels hope that this might 
persuade the authorities in Addis Ababa to de -escalate the conflict. An EU official 
said a political decision would be made in the coming weeks on whether or not 
Addis Ababa should continue to qualify for budgetary support from Brussels. òWe 
are keen to have a common EU position on this,ó the official said. òThere will be 
consultation between the capitals and there could be a decision to stop budgetary 
support.ó485 
 
The United States, among Ethiopiaõs most important foreign partners, quickly 
expressed its concern about the war. But the Trump administration had never much 
engaged in Afric an matters, and at the outset of the conflict it simply endorsed the 
Eritrean and Ethiopian view of things. In addition, the conflict erupted just as the US 
was caught up in one of its most bitter presidential contests in recent times: the 
electoral race between Donald Trump and Joe Biden, which culminated in balloting 
on the very days that the war began. Trump instantly disputed the Biden victory, 
leading to a crisis in domestic governance ð possibly the gravest since the American 
Civil War ð and to many additional weeks of diplomatic disarray. In a word, 
American attention was focussed elsewhere. As the Biden administration began 
forming in preparation to assume office, however, it not only turned head -on to 
addressing the Tigray conflict but reversed the U.S. position ð to one highly critical 
of Ethiopian  and Eritrean conduct. At this writing, the U.S. remains keenly critical, 
keenly engaged, and perhaps cautiously hopeful of progress toward a solution .  
 
The European Union followed up its warnings to Ethiopia by suspending $107 
million worth of aid until humanitarian agencies were granted unfettered access to 
Tigray.486 The EUõs senior diplomat , Josep Borrell, said Ethiopian Prime Minister 
Abiy Ahmed now needed to act. òWe are ready to help, but unless there is access for 
humanitarian aid operators, the EU cannot disburse the planned budget support to 
the Ethiopian government,ó Borrell said. To reinforce its concerns Europe sent the 
Finnish Foreign Minister Pekka Haavisto to Addis Ababa, to try and gain access to 
Tigray for aid. 487  The initiative did not go well. On his return, he said the crisis 
appeared òout of controló. òYou have come to the situation which is militarily and 
human rights -wise, humanitarian -wise very out of control,ó Haavisto told 
journ alists in Brussels.488 Ethiopia reacted furiously. 489 Hirut Zemene, Ethiopia's 

 
484 http s://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/african -union -au/87066/demonstrating -europe%E2%80%99s-commitment -africa_en]  
485 https://www.politico.eu/article/eu -considers-aid-cut-to-ethiopia-amid -conflict -violence/   
486 https://www.reuters.com/article/us -ethiopia-conflict -eu/eu -suspends-ethiopian -budget-support -over-tigray -crisis-
idUSKBN29K1SS  
487 https://www.devex.com/news/eu -to-dispatch-humanitarian -negotiator -to-ethiopia-after-aid-suspension-98934  
488 https://www.euractiv.com/section/global -europe/news/eu -envoy-warns-ethiopia-tigray -crisis-out-of-control/   
489 https://euobserver.com/foreign/151150   
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ambassador to the EU, rejected the Finland's foreign ministerõs claims that the 
violence and suffering were "out of control", describing them as "erroneous".  
 
6.2 The United State s of America     
  
The U.S. and Eritrea have had a somewhat hostile relationship for over a decade, but 
Ethiopia is a different matter. U.S. friendship toward, interests in and strategic 
reliance upon Ethiopia have been profound, enduring, and seemingly graven in 
stone. Ethiopia has served as not only a loyal U.S. ally but a somewhat stable anchor 
in the volatile Horn. It has also served as a partner in the struggle against militant 
Islam ð which, among other things, in 1998 claimed U.S. embassy targets in Kenya 
and Tanzania. Ethiopia is also proximate to important U.S. markets and security 
interests in the Middle East, as well as the vital shipping channels of the Red Sea and 
the Suez Canal. But clouds have appeared. Increasingly, for the U.S., Ethiopia has 
become a theater of Chinese economic and diplomatic competition. In addition, after 
an impasse appeared in the U.S. mediated negotiations between Ethiopia and Egypt 
over the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (the GERD), the U.S. took the side of its 
other ally Egypt. Most specifically, on 23 October, 2020 ð virtually the eve of the 
Tigray war ð President Trump tweeted that Egypt might and probably should òblow 
upó the dam, and Ethiopia responded with outrage.490 The American response to the 
war in  Tigray must be viewed from all those vantages. Whether the U.S. can 
sufficiently navigate its own national needs while facilitating a just, secure and 
humane outcome in Tigray will be a twin test of Americaõs conscience and its 
resourcefulness.  
 
At the outset of the war, within the U.S. government, congressional voices were 
perhaps the first to publicly react. On 5 November, the day after the start of the war, 
the ranking (i.e., senior minority) member of the Foreign Affairs Committee of the 
House of Representatives (the lower American legislative house) ð a Republican ð 
voiced his concerns.491 The following day, six Democrats in the House expressed 
theirs.492 On 12 November, the Republican chair of the Foreign Relations Committee 
of the Senate (the upper legislative house) followed in kind. 493 On 18 November, that 
committeeõs leading Democrat did the same.494 Bicameral, bipartisan congressional 
statements proceeded to gather force, growing more outraged at Ethiopian and 
Eritrean behavior as the weeks wore on and as atrocity reports mounted. Such was a 
rarity in the fraught American political discourse at that time, as it continues to be as 
of this writing. Altogether, to this date, several dozen members of Congress have 
weighed in, through dozens of joint and i ndividual statements.  
 
What motivated the members of Congress? No broad, grass-roots awareness of or 
concern for Tigray had arisen. Rather, some members likely were responding to calls 

 
490 https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/ethiopia -blasts-trump -remark-egypt-blow -dam-73801774  
491 https://gop -foreignaffairs.house.gov/press -release/mccaul-on-escalating-violence-in-ethiopia/  
492 https://bass.house.gov/media -center/press -releases/members-congress-weigh -regarding -political -instability -ethiopia  
493 https://www.foreign.senate.g ov/press/chair/release/chairman -risch-all-sides-must-cease-fighting -pursue-dialogue-in-
ethiopia  
494 https://www.foreign.senate.gov/press/ranking/release/ranking -member-menendez-statement-for -the-record-on-
preventing -conflict -and-supporting -democratic-transition -in-ethiopia 
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for action by their constituents of Tigrayan and Eritrean descent. Such òethnicó 
inputs have long figured in the formulation of U.S. foreign affairs ð e.g., in Poland, 
Ukraine, Cuba, Taiwan, Israel, and quite recently India. Affected legislators have felt 
duty -bound to serve constituent interests, to serve their own re-election prospects, or 
both. In the matter of Tigray, however, many or most who spoke out probably acted 
from general principles ð that is to say, through leadership, even absent broad 
popular concern. The first aim was to calm a potential melt-down in the Horn,  which 
would not serve the U.S. well. The second was Americaõs vision of itself since the 
end of World War II as leading the march toward global human rights and 
democratization ð a vision that remains deeply embedded in Washington, 
notwithstanding the countryõs many failures in that regard, and notwithstanding the 
Trump administrationõs four-year abandonment of that calling almost entirely. The 
memory of American and global fail ures relative to such human rights calamities as 
Bosnia, Darfur and Rwanda also seems fresh for some in that city. Those who serve 
on congressional foreign relations and foreign affairs committees have seemed 
particularly committed to the post -World War II  vision, and in their tasks for their 
respective committees they seemed at least somewhat resistant to the hyper-
partisanship of the Trump era. Of note, in the early weeks of the conflict in Tigray, 
Congress appeared to be ahead of the administration in sensing the gravity of what 
was unfolding, and it found itself urging administrative action. Even after the 
administration became fully engaged, and fully critical of the atrocities occurring in -
theater, congressional statements continued ð although by then,  conceivably, not so 
much to urge diplomatic action by the administration as to support and amplify it, 
by lending the imprimatur of the popular (congressional) will.  
 
The administrationõs early public statements, however, conveyed the opposite ð a 
nonchalance, and a seemingly blurred perception of what was occurring. Even 
before the polls had closed on 3 November, the president himself was fully engaged 
in contesting what he claimed was a stolen election. His secretary of state, Mike 
Pompeo, was distracted as well, possibly in part by the sudden change in his 
personal fortunes. On 4 November , Pompeo used Twitter  to condemn the TPLFõs 
attack on the ENDFõs Northern Command base.495 On 15 November, the assistant 
secretary of state for African affairs, also by Twitter, condemned the TPLFõs alleged 
missile attack on Asmara.496 On 17 November, Pompeo again blamed the TPLF, and 
went so far as to praise renegade Eritrea for its forbearance from retaliating against 
the Tigrayans.497 The administration clearly perceived villains in the fray, but they 
werenõt Eritrean or federal Ethiopian forces. 
 
What was missing from th is perspective? Tigrayan refugees were already flooding 
into Sudan.498 On 12 November, Amnesty International had reported a massacre at 
Mai Kadra. 499 On 13 November, the U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights had 

 
495 https://twitter.com/secpompeo/status/1324121664108580875?lang=en  
496 https://twitter.com/AsstSecStateAF/status/1328015362999414786  
497 https://www.barrons.com/news/pompeo -blasts-tigray -forces-praises-eritrea-over-ethiopia-fighting -01605631507 
498 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/17/world/africa/ethi opia-tigray -refugees.html 
499 https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/11/ethiopia -inv estigation-reveals-evidence-that-scores-of-civilians -were-
killed -in-massacre-in-tigray -state/  
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warned of chaos, heavy casualties, mass displacement and the commission of war 
crimes.500 On 19 November 19, a group of 17 senators wrote to Pompeo, expressing 
fears of a humanitarian catastrophe. The senators also urged Pompeo to engage 
directly with Ethiopian Prime Minister Ahmed Abiy, with a view to pursuing an 
immediate ceasefire, protection of civilians, hu manitarian access, and respect for 
international humanitarian law. 501 On the same day, President-elect Bidenõs 
incoming (but not yet confirmed ) secretary of state, Antony Blinken, tweeted about 
the humanitarian crisis and regional risks. 502 By 20 November (if not earlier), reliable 
reports were emerging that Eritrea was participating in the war and that the Eritrean 
refugee camps in Tigray were under attack.503 On 23 November, Chris Coons ð a 
leading Democratic senator and a personal friend of President-elect Biden ð 
telephoned Abiy, presumably at Bidenõs request.504 On 25 November, the incoming 
(also not yet confirmed ) national security adviser Jake Sullivan Tweeted about war 
crimes and humanitarian needs.505 By then Abiy appeared to have been misleading, 
and believed by, some of the most senior officials at both the U.S. and the U.N.: 
about the progress of the war, about humanitarian access, and about Eritreaõs 
participation in the fighting.  
 
Not until 30 November , did Pompeo call Abiy to express his ògrave concern,ó506 then 
Tweet that he had urged of Abiy an end to the fighting, a start of dialogue, and allow 
unhindered humanitarian access.507 On 23 December, the State Department 
announced that it was providing new funding for humanitarian assistance, calling 
for unhindered humanitarian access, condemning violations of international law, 
and urging the protection of Eritrean refugees in Tigray. 508 
 
At the same time, the domestic U.S. crisis in governance was still aflame. President 
Biden was nevertheless inaugurated without incident on 20 January 2021. It soon 
became apparent that Biden as determined to get to grips with the crisis in the Horn: 
both the war in Tigray and the controversy over the Ethiopian dam on the Blue Nile 
ð the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam ð which was causing such consternation in 
Khartoum and Cairo.  
 
Within days, the State Department reiterated its call for an end to the fighting and 
for unhindered humanitarian access; but now it added calls for Eritrea to leave 

 
500 https://africatimes.com/2020/11/13/uns -bachelet-warns-tigray -attack-may-amount-to-war-crimes/  
501https://www.vanhollen.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/2020%2011%2019%20SecState%20re%20Et hiopia%20Tigray%20Confli
ct.pdf  
502 https://www.reuters.com/article/ethiopia -conflict/stop -ethiopia-war -and-help-civilians -biden-team-urges-
idINKBN27Z18O  
503 https://hrc -eritrea.org/eritrea -interferes-in-civil -war -in-tigray -region-of-ethiopia/ ; https://www.eepa.be//wp -
content/uploads/2020/11/Situation -Report-EEPA-Horn_18-November-2020.pdf  
504 https://www.coons.senate.gov/news/press -releases/senator-coons-speaks-with -ethiopian -prime -minister -amidst-
escalating-conflict  
505 https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/ethiopia -biden-nsa-pick -jake-sullivan -warns-against-war -crimes-n1248944 
506 https://www.reuters.com/article/ethiopia -conflict -usa/pompeo -voices-grave-concern-about-ongoing-tigray -hostilitie s-
idUSKBN28A2HA  
507 https://twitter.com/SecPompeo/status/1333457228624519170  
508 https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/united -states-humanitarian -assistance-response-conflict -ethiopia-s-tigray -region 
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Tigray,  and for human rights investigations to begin. 509 On 26 January, Antony 
Blinken was confirmed as secretary of state, and ð with something approaching 
lightning speed, on 4 February ð he called Abiy and urged humanitarian access.510 
On 19 January, at his congressional confirmation hearing, Blinken had already 
expressed his dismay about Tigray and about the safety of Eritrean refugees there. 
He also had noted that the U.S. was now engaged, rather than òbeing AWOLó ð a 
pointed rebuke, it appeared, of the preceding administration. 511) On 19 February, the 
U.S. said that it would tie further economic assistance to Ethiopia to that countryõs 
conduct in Tigray. 512 The State Department on 25 February again condemned the 
human rights violations, again called for the p rotection of refugees, and again asked 
that Eritrean forces be withdrawn. 513 On 26 February, The New York Times reported 
(presumably by way of a deliberate leak) that the U.S. government had determined 
that Ethiopian federal forces and allied militia fighte rs were conducting a systematic 
campaign of ethnic cleansing.514 On 27 February, Blinken again condemned the 
atrocities and the humanitarian crisis, reiterating the call for a ceasefire, 
humanitarian access, and human rights investigations.515  
 
State Department denunciations of the atrocities continued. 516 On 1 March, Bidenõs 
new U.S. ambassador to the U.N., Linda Thomas-Greenfield, decried what she 
referred to as òconflict-induced starvation.ó517 On 2 March, Blinken called Abiy, 
pressing for the protection of  civilians, an immediate end to hostilities, the 
withdrawal of Amhara and Eritrean forces, and the commencement of independent 
human rights investigations. 518 At the U.N. Security Council, on 4 March, Thomas-
Greenfield called for a halt to the atrocities.519 On or around that date, Blinken 
reportedly called Abiy again. 520 On 10 March, he publicly told Congress that ethnic 
cleansing was occurring, that a reconciliation process and an independent human 
rights investigation were essential, and that Eritrean and A mhara forces needed to 
leave.521 The following day Thomas-Greenfield told the Security Council starkly that 
the hunger crisis in Tigray was òman-made.ó522  
 

 
509 https://apnews.com/article/eritrea -coronavirus -pandemic-africa-ethiopia-kenya-83b90a145d271eb39d664726bd5acbe5; 
https://apnews.com/article/donald -trump -egypt-humanitarian -assistance-ethiopia-kenya-
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512 https://apnews.com/article/donald -trump -egypt-humanitarian -assistance-ethiopia-kenya-
e3f47fc14084da52daea64fe078deaa6 
513 https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/02/25/tigray -eritrea-ethiopia-crime-against-humanity/  
514 https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/26/world/middleeast/ethiopia -tigray -ethnic-cleansing.html 
515 https://www.state.gov/atrocities -in-ethiopias-tigray -region/  
516 https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/02/25/tigray -eritrea-ethiopia-crime-against-humanity/ ; 
https://www.state.gov/atrocities -in-ethiopias-tigray -region/   
517 https://twitter.com/USAmbUN/ status/1366521830098534409 
518 https://www.state.gov/secretary -blinkens-call-with -ethiopian -prime -minister -abiy/  
519 https://www.france24.com/en/live -news/20210304-un-alleges-war -crimes-in-ethiopia -s-tigray -urges-eritrea-pullout  ; 
https://usun.usmission.gov/remarks -by-ambassador-linda -thomas-greenfield -at-the-un-security-council-virtual -stakeout-
following -security -council-discussions-on-ethiopia/  . 
520 https://www.eepa.be//wp -content/uploads/2020/11/Situation -Report-EEPA-Horn -No.-98-05-March-2021.pdf 
521 https://www.reuters.com/article/us -usa-diplomacy -blinken -ethiopia-idUSKBN2B22M3; 
https://www.cnn.com/2021/03/10/politics/blinken -tigray -ethnic-cleansing/index.html  ; https://news.yahoo.com/blinken -
condemns-ethnic-cleansing-ethiopias-220414116.html  
522 https://usun.usmission.gov/remarks -by-ambassador-linda -thomas-greenfield -at-a-un-security-council-high -level-open-
debate-on-conflict -driven -hunger/  

https://apnews.com/article/eritrea-coronavirus-pandemic-africa-ethiopia-kenya-83b90a145d271eb39d664726bd5acbe5
https://apnews.com/article/donald-trump-egypt-humanitarian-assistance-ethiopia-kenya-e3f47fc14084da52daea64fe078deaa6
https://apnews.com/article/donald-trump-egypt-humanitarian-assistance-ethiopia-kenya-e3f47fc14084da52daea64fe078deaa6
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-call-with-ethiopian-prime-minister-abiy-2/
https://www.facebook.com/aman.luul/videos/10222373157296458s
https://apnews.com/article/donald-trump-egypt-humanitarian-assistance-ethiopia-kenya-e3f47fc14084da52daea64fe078deaa6
https://apnews.com/article/donald-trump-egypt-humanitarian-assistance-ethiopia-kenya-e3f47fc14084da52daea64fe078deaa6
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/02/25/tigray-eritrea-ethiopia-crime-against-humanity/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/26/world/middleeast/ethiopia-tigray-ethnic-cleansing.html
https://www.state.gov/atrocities-in-ethiopias-tigray-region/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/02/25/tigray-eritrea-ethiopia-crime-against-humanity/
https://www.state.gov/atrocities-in-ethiopias-tigray-region/
https://twitter.com/USAmbUN/status/1366521830098534409
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-call-with-ethiopian-prime-minister-abiy/
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20210304-un-alleges-war-crimes-in-ethiopia-s-tigray-urges-eritrea-pullout
https://usun.usmission.gov/remarks-by-ambassador-linda-thomas-greenfield-at-the-un-security-council-virtual-stakeout-following-security-council-discussions-on-ethiopia/
https://usun.usmission.gov/remarks-by-ambassador-linda-thomas-greenfield-at-the-un-security-council-virtual-stakeout-following-security-council-discussions-on-ethiopia/
https://www.eepa.be/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Situation-Report-EEPA-Horn-No.-98-05-March-2021.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-diplomacy-blinken-ethiopia-idUSKBN2B22M3
https://www.cnn.com/2021/03/10/politics/blinken-tigray-ethnic-cleansing/index.html
https://news.yahoo.com/blinken-condemns-ethnic-cleansing-ethiopias-220414116.html
https://news.yahoo.com/blinken-condemns-ethnic-cleansing-ethiopias-220414116.html
https://usun.usmission.gov/remarks-by-ambassador-linda-thomas-greenfield-at-a-un-security-council-high-level-open-debate-on-conflict-driven-hunger/
https://usun.usmission.gov/remarks-by-ambassador-linda-thomas-greenfield-at-a-un-security-council-high-level-open-debate-on-conflict-driven-hunger/



