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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 8o 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. In line 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,

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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