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HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH
350 Fifth Avenue, 34" Floor
New York, NY 10118-3299

o araerie A0S WILYLITT G400 P R0 ATT Ahapah T
el e ARFEEL PPN PR4D< N4,

November 16, 2011

Dr. Shiferaw Teklemariam
Minister of Federal Affairs
Ministry of Federal Affairs
PO Box 5718

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

Via email: shiferawtmm@yahoo.com
RE: Human Rights Violations in South Omo Valley
Dear Dr. Shiferaw,

Human Rights Watch is an international organization conducting research and advocacy on
human rights in over 80 countries worldwide.

We would like to share with you the key findings of research we have carried out in the South
Omo Valley of Ethiopia in May and June 2011.

The Ethiopian government is undertaking major industrial development projects in the South
Omo Valley that are likely to have important implications for the human rights of the area’s
inhabitants, particularly its indigenous populations. These include the Gibe Ill dam project;
a 245,000 hectare state-run irrigated sugar plantation; 100,000 hectares of private
commercial agriculture; major road infrastructure; and oil exploration.

Human Rights Watch is particularly concerned about human rights abuses as a result of the
planned establishment of state-run sugar plantations in South Omo. We found that state
military units were regularly sent to indigenous villages to intimidate and suppress any
dissent ahead of the sugar plantation’s development. Soldiers reacted to anything less than
full support for sugar development with beatings, intimidation, and arrests. They stole or
killed cattle. Reports of sexual assaults by military personnel were common. These military
incursions spread fear throughout the indigenous community.

The government and armed forces told agro-pastoral communities that they must reduce
their cattle numbers, settle in one place, and likely lose access to the Omo River - all of
which are critical for livelihoods and existing food security in South Omo. Communities are
concerned about these abuses, but fears of the future are even greater. There are

widespread and we believe justified concerns about the resultant loss of livelihoods, food
security, and cultural heritage. Forced displacement from lands of traditional occupation or
use or involuntary loss of livelihoods without consultation and compensation and alternative
livelihood provision would violate internationally protected rights of indigenous populations.
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The development projects also appear to be being undertaken without regard to the
requirements of Ethiopian law. No environmental or social impact assessment, or analysis of
the impacts have been carried out for the sugar plantations.

Consultations that have been carried out with the indigenous groups of South Omo appear
to be limited to notifying the populations of upcoming developments. Much of what the
communities know about these projects comes via word of mouth or from the military’s
visits to the communities.

In an area with chronic food insecurity, a history of small-scale conflict over land and water,
and, at present, a preponderance of small arms, the impacts of a rapid and involuntary shift
to an unknown livelihood are potentially severe. Given Ethiopia’s record elsewhere in
repressing dissent against unpopular natural resource development in Ogaden, these rights
violations against the indigenous populations in South Omo heighten concerns for further
serious abuses in the future. There are even possible cross-border implications due to the
anticipated effect of the Gibe Ill dam on the Lake Turkana ecosystem and the livelihoods of
indigenous populations in Kenya.

We urge the Government of Ethiopia to live up to its international human rights obligations
in South Omo, including by ensuring that access to the region is maintained for independent
domestic and international nongovernmental organizations and the media.

Human Rights Watch would welcome your response to the above findings and on the
following questions:

1. Inline with Environmental Impact Assessment Proclamation #299/2002, has an
independent environmental or social impact assessment been carried out in any of
the projects noted above? If so, are copies of the assessments available?

2. Why has Ethiopia not implemented a land tenure security system in Southern
Nations, Nationalities, and People’s Region (SNNPR) for pastoralist peoples, which
would provide some tenure security for the region’s inhabitants, as outlined in the
constitution? Compensation procedures in the constitution do not differentiate
between pastoralists and sedentary agriculture; why has compensation not been
given to pastoralists?

3. Ongoing access to the South Omo River is critical for secure livelihoods. Has or will
access to the South Omo Valley be restricted for the region’s indigenous groups?

4. Has Ethiopia discussed with the Government of Kenya the social and environmental
impact of the damming of the Turkana River? What steps are being taken by the two
governments to ensure that the project does not violate internationally protected
indigenous rights, including the anticpated impact on loss of livelihoods?

5. When do you expect the new sugar plantations in South Omo will become

operational? Who is responsible for building these and from where will the labor for
these plantations come?
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6. How will Ethiopia ensure that future involuntary displacement does not occur during
these projects? What kind of reparations will Ethiopia provide to residents who have
been forcibly displaced from their traditional grazing lands, riverside farms, or other
traditional lands?

7. What steps will the Government of Ethiopia take to ensure independent monitoring
of these projects by civil society groups and donor agencies?

We would appreciate your response to these questions by December 15, 2011 so that it can
be reflected in our published report. We would also be pleased to discuss these questions in
person with you at your earliest convenience.

Sincerely,

o lgg 2

Rona Peligal
Deputy Director, Africa Division
Human Rights Watch

Cc:

Bereket Simon, Minister for Government Communications
Wondirad Mandefro, Minister for Agriculture

Shimeles Kemal, Chief Prosecutor

Ambassador Girma Birru, Special Envoy to the United States
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To: Rona Peligal, Deputy Director, Africa Division

Human Rights Watch

Re: Combined Response to Human Rights Watch Enquiry, “ Villagization in Gambella and
development initiatives in South Omo Research findings”

Dear Ms. Peligal,

The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia has long put i place development policies and
strategies that have and give due consideration to local reality and context while at the same time
drawing relevant lessons from successful experiences elsewhere. The basic objective of these policies
and strategtes 1s to fight against poverty and ignorance that has bedeviled the country for decades.
Since 1991 a series of medium term poverty alleviation plans were implemented that have over the
years achieved remarkable growth and brought development dividend for citizens. The Current five
year Growth and Transformation Plan (2010-2015) 1s an extension of this process that builds on the
experiences of average growth of 11% of the last consecutive eight years. The villagization programs
in Gambella as well as the development interventions in South Omo are efforts to tackle poverty
and ignorance and to usher in a new era of Ethiopian renaissance. It is also the government’s
constitutional commitment to delwer special intervention packages that help safeguard economic

and political equality among minorities in Ethiopia.

Hoping that setting the record straight might help the Human Rights Watch research group to re-
examine their research methodology and to think twice about their groundless allegations, the
following remarks are given by way of explanation on the numerous issues raised and allegations

made in your letters.

The villagization (commune program) program in Gambella regional state has single objective:
improved livelthood within the framework of national Growth and Development Plan. The targets
are to provide efficient and effective economic and social services (safe drnking water, optimum
Health care, Education, improved agronomy practices, market access etc.), create an access to
infrastructure (road, power, telecommunication etc.) and ensure the citizens’ full engagement in

good governance and democratic exercise.

The villagization programs as well as other development interventions were implemented in
accordance with FDRE  constitution and relevant democratic principles. It was fully conducted on
voluntary basis and with the full consent and participation of the beneficiaries. The sites for
commune program were selected with full study into the availability of surface & ground water and
adequate arable and grazing land. Utmost care was taken to make sure the critical social and
economic services re. water, health services, education and improved agronomy practices are put in
place before the beneficiaries were relocated to the new areas. The commune program was largely

conducted in the very vicinities of the beneficiary communities. Most locations are even merely a
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walking distance from the original location; with no challenges of customization to a different
environmental setup and climatic adaptations. Itis in their own village or district and most of the
tune 1n areas where already a good number of dwellers had settled before. They have also all the
right to return to their original locations whenever and if they want. Therefore, so-called research
findings regarding forced displacement, the allegation that the new locations being unproductive and
the possibility of new security threats lack evidence and credibility.

The Gambella Regional state covers an area of 34,063 square kilometers and population density 1s
calculated at 9.01 persons per square kilometer. Based on the recent census the population of the
region 1s estimated at 306,916. About 20,243 households have already become beneficiaries of the
year one program out of the total three years plan for commune program. The actual plan of action
for the fiscal year was 15,000 households, though the performance surpassed by more than 5,000.
This was a clear and bold sign of not only volunteerism but also an active demand by the

beneficiaries themselves.

In the 43 villagization ( commune program) sites of Gambella, 22 Health facilities, 19 Schools, 72
water schemes, 128 kilometer rural road , 18 animal health clinics, 30 grain mill facilities, 407
water pumps and 27 farmers traming centers were newly constructed and are functional. These
facilities were built within one year in order to cater 1n time for the beneficiaries at their new
commune sites. No allegation or fabricated report could detract from the reality on the ground and
mislead citizens who are actually enjoying the benefits; a fact that could be verified by anyone who
cares to know. About 50,000 citizens now enjoy these facilities with better agronomic practices

and improved productivity. The other villages do have these facilities already.

The villagers for the first time in their history started to produce excess product—maize, sorghum,
rice, potatoes, beans, vegetables, fruits, etc—beyond and above their family consumption. The
agronomy practices are supported by agricultural extension programs and by the provision of
improved inputs. They have already begun to bring their products to close-by markets thereby
earning additional income and have even started to send children to schools. The new institutions
have certainly created access for the most needy and neglected people including children and
mothers. This is in line with our constitutional responsibility for our citizens, five years Growth and
Transformation Plan, and the Government’s commitment to achieving Millennium Development

Goals.

The commune program in Gambella is 2 new program which the regional state 1s conducting as part
of its Growth and Development Plan for the next five years. Thanks to the age-long alienation by
successive regimes, Gambella regional state had long remained one of the worst off regions of
Ethiopia in terms of access to development facilities. The efficacy of development endeavors already
underway in the region and the capacity to deliver effective and efficient results must therefore be
seen in the context of this reality. The obstacles created all along by anti-development, anti-peace
and rent-secking elements who tried their level best to derail the progress i the region have also
often played havoc with the speed and effectiveness of development projects. Such elements are

not only averse to any prospect of growth and development mn the region but also have done
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everything to set the clock back on the region’s progress through a concerted campaign with the
support of their foreign handlers. For such elements growth and development militate against their
hideous political objectives and thus would not stop at nothing to sabotage the success of any and all
development projects in the region. In fact, these elements have several times attempted to achieve
thetr sinuster objectives by producing a series of fictitious reports with a view to misleading
beneficiaties until their duplicitous campaign was finally revealed by the people to be uttetly false.
Yet another challenge in this regard was the delay in few villages under the commune program to
complete in time the necessary facilities mainly because of financial constraints and lack of efficiency
on the part of contractors. If anything, the experience from the execution of phase one of the
commune program has helped develop better planning, implementing and monitoring capacity for

the forthcoming development programs.

The objective of the commune program is not and it will not be what the tendentious report of the
so-called Human Rights Watch research makes out to be. The allegations that military and police
force was used to implement the commune program,; that the Anuak were displaced from
Gambella’s most urban areas; that military and police were forcefully obstructing settlers from freely
returning to their own villages; and claims that police and the military are routinely deployed in this
commune program etc. are downright fabrications. Contrary to what your report alleges, there has
not been and never will be a need for the deployment of the police, much less the military in these
projects. The totally uncalled for—totally inaccurate, no less--assertion that the “Anuak population”
1s involuntarly displaced from several urban areas clearly betrays HRW’s game plan: using false
allegations to ignite a conflict among the regions’ inhabitants thereby creating a contrived fact on the
ground. This rather outrageous claim 1n fact clearly shows the ill-disguised motive of the Human
Rights Watch research group to unfairly paint a dark image of Ethiopia.

The allegation that no facilities of school, health, safe water, and infrastructure were available in the
commune program demonstrates how the HRW’s claim of having visited two third of villagization
sites was a total lie and an exercise in imagination. It 1s simply a mere fabrication with no factual
basis at all. Unbiased, genuine and fact finding mission could be conducted to look mnto the reality in
the respective 43 villagization sites. The so-called research finding willfully ignores the fact that more
than 50, 000 people are utilizing these services from the newly built and functional institutions. The
fact finding mussion from Ethiopia Donor Assistance Group visited Gambella and observed these
facilities while they were up and running. Human Rights Watch could get valid information from this
group 1if 1t wants. If past its pattern 1s any guide, however, Human Rights Watch never has the
stomach for the truth other than for their Nairobi-based projection of virtual reality.

The reference to “ newly arrived refugees in Kenya and South Sudan” fleeing the commune program
and interviewed by Human Rights Watch researchers could again be a further evidence of baseless
allegation and total fabrication. The report mentioned that Gambella is left only with women,
children and the elderly with the rest having already fled to the refugee camps in South Sudan and

Keya. If indeed this was even remotely true, there must certainly have been an official report from
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UNHCR or the Governments of Kenya and South Sudan about such major event and 1t would have
reflected on the population pyramid of Gambella. There 1s no such report, simply because there are

no such refugees.

Quite simply, “Human Rights Watch research group and informants in Ethiopia” are phantom
characters in HRW ‘researchers” fertile imagination. This case is a crystal clear indication that
Human Rights Watch mission in Ethiopia 1s more political and ideological than part of any genuine
concern for human rights as such. It is clear that Human Rights Watch is not an mstitution
concerned with human rights when 1n fact it is callously standing against Ethiopia’s endeavors to

address the deep rooted poverty and ignorance in the country.

Despite Human Rights Watch’s fatuous claim to have visited two thirds of the commune program
sites, the findings nonetheless reflect more grave problems in the research methodology, and on the
motives of ‘researchers’ and ‘informants’ and/or their credibility thus casting huge doubt on the true
intentions of Human Rights Watch.

The report also stated that the basic reason for commune program is to clear the way for the leasing
of land for commercial agriculture. As we stated earlier, the basic objective of the commune
program 1s to ensure improved livelihood for our own citizens. It is common knowledge that
scattered population lacks the effective means—in the face of given resource constraint—for
collectve voice and universal access to improved soctal and economic services as well as good
governance. It is also a fact that one need not displace anyone in Gambella to secure a commercial
land as there 1s an adequate land that 1s not owned by anyone else. The average size of shifting land
owned by one household in Gambella 1s 0.42 hectares. Through villagization program, a household
1s given an average of four hectares of land. First level land certification was conducted and at year
two all villagers will get the second level certificate. The commune program is also in line with the
land use development corridor study conducted in the region. We also believe a robust land use
study reconciling different objectives 1s an imperative and this is currently being considered by the

Gambella regional state.

With a total area of 34,063 square kilometers and density of 9 persons per square kilometer and
cultivable land mass of 3,400,063 hectares of land, close to 1.226 million hectares of land has already
been identified to be appropriate for commercial purposes in Gambella. Even out of the identified
amount of land 1t 1s only about 225,012 (18%) hectares of land that has been transferred to local and
international mnvestment firms in a very transparent and environment friendly manner . In addition
to technology transfer, such investment brings comprehensive area development that in turn creates
a great employment opportunity for the residents of the regional state. The above facts and figures
speak for themselves and it s not entirely clear why the government would be suspected of

displacing people to prepare land for commercial purposes.

The same also holds true for allegations about South Omo development projects.  They reflect
more the personal biases of Human Rights Watch’ mnformants’ in Ethiopia rather than the reality on

the ground. Here again the methodology used and the mnformants deployed must have been
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politically and ideologically driven and far removed from reality. The so called “study findings™

have no merit and are not worth the paper they are written on.

Allegations about the engagement of military and police emanate from the willful ignorance of
Human Rights Watch Research group in Ethiopia about the discipline of Ethiopian security forces.
In fact, no military is deployed in these areas nor is there a need to. The government of Ethiopia will
not displace a single person involuntarily whether in Gambella or elsewhere in the country. The
FDRE constitution and the EPRDF Government’s commitment to the cause of the peoples of
Ethiopia means that no citizen will be forced out of his/her location without their individual will for
resettlement or any other purpose. If such complaint 1s filed by any one, the justice system and

governance structures in the country have put in place mechanisms for redress.

The South Omo valley projects outlined in the report is part of the Plan towards accelerated and
sustainable development to end poverty in Ethiopia. The government of Ethiopia is open so far and
will be open in the future to ensure access to donor agencies and media with proper knowledge and
permission from appropriate government authority for fact finding or similar missions meant in
good faith. This was of course what the Ethiopia based Donor Assistance Group did and there 1s no
reason why this will not continue 1f and when a legitimate request is made. There already 1s a joint

working group mechanism in place for this purpose that needs to be further strengthened.

It 1s rather mind-boggling to see HRW claun that the fight against poverty is indeed a violation of
human rights. On the contrary, though, any sabotage aganst development interventions to end

citizens’ poverty can be clearly labeled as Human Rights Violation.

With regard to your seemingly innocuous query, we would like to indicate that all the concerns
mentioned about environmental and social impacts of these projects were well studied including the

consultations with the neighboring countries and beneficiary communities 1n South Omo.

The project site and the selected locations in South Omo are not anywhere close human dwellings
to disturb inhabitants’ lifestyle. It s an area which 1s hardly inhabited at all except at a widely
scattered pattern. The population density in Selamago woreda, South omo project site; 1s below 5
persons per square kilometer. The project has designated about 1700 hectares of land and will be
provided with access to irrigation schemes. Social and economical facilities and infrastructures will
be provided that will certainly impact the livelihood and quality of life in positive terms. Rural Road
access of 18 kilometers is under construction to connect the project area with the district capital,

Hana.

An irrigated land of 0.75 hectares of land each is prepared for 2050 households. There will not be
any land scarcity for any family with a capacity to produce more. Training on improved agronomy

practices, technology mputs and livestock management including range land will be provided.

The projects also create a job opportunity for a wider mass in the SNNPR region and the whole
nation including an out grower options for those who would like to join the same in Selamgo

district. Such initiatives and actions 1 South Omo, Selamago district will go a long way in ensuring
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that the citizens enjoy their national development dividend rather than face Human Rights
violations. These development mterventions will in fact lift the South Omo minority populations out

of their dismal living conditions.

The concern about the indigenous culture and group identity could only be a mere diversion. The
FDRE constitution respects all individual and group rights as opposed to the beliefs of Human
Rights Watch, which clearly is averse to group rights. Therefore, Human Rights Watch has no moral
ground to criticize Ethiopia for 1ssues related to group rights when in fact this 1s one of the pillars of

our constitution in addition to individual rights which are equally sacred.

Finally, we would like to assure Human Rights Watch that the Federal Democratic Republic of
Ethiopia lives up to its commitment to the cause of the peoples of Ethiopia and to the FDRE
constitution. We do also respect and implement to our level best international human rights
conventions which also form integral part of Ethiopia’s laws. However, as we pointed out at several
occasions, Human Rights Watch’s research methodology, choice of informants, and content of
report follows the same baseless fabrications replete with biased ‘testimonies’ of people who have an
axe to grind with the government. Africa’s regional director for your organization springs to mind.
While the decision remains entirely yours, your reports must be based on facts, figures, and two
sided consultations and unbiased for them to serve any positive purpose. The FDRE government on

its part would also be open to discuss any issues if in fact there 15 2 good faith move on your part.

Best regards,

Shiferaw
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