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I. SUMMARY
In May 1991, the Ethiopian People=s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) took power in Ethiopia, having
defeated the Derg military dictatorship after almost two decades of civil war. The Derg had presided over one of the
darkest periods in recent Ethiopian history, a time in which security forces orchestrated the elimination of thousands of
suspected members of urban opposition groups. In rural areas, government attempts to repress rebellious ethnic groups
and regions translated into indiscriminate military campaigns that targeted unarmed civilians in total disregard of basic
norms of international humanitarian law. Economic mismanagement and tight state=s control over the economy further
exacerbated the vulnerability of the rural population. An estimated one million people succumbed to starvation and
disease during the tragic famine of the mid-eighties, a disaster due in large part to misguided government policies.
Thousands of impoverished peasants died as the government forced the entire populations of famine-affected regions
to relocate. The Derg=s interest in its own political survival was, however, more central in the ill-fated move than
humanitarian concerns.
The Derg was defeated not long after the collapse of the former Soviet Union, a time in which democratic
movements were resurgent internationally, most notably in the countries of the eastern block. In Africa, these
developments signaled the fall from favor of the one-party centralized state and military rule. The winds of change
called for multipartyism, democratic freedoms, and respect for human rights. Western powers mandated the adoption of
a market economy and democratic participation, conditioning economic assistance on these criteria.
Internal factors were, however, equally decisive in shaping the EPRDF=s proclaimed commitments to
democratization and human rights. With the legacy of the Derg behind it, the EPRDF proclaimed, as it instituted a fouryear transitional period (1991-1995), its commitment to democratization and the respect of the rule of law and pledged
to establish human rights in the country. The transitional legislature ratified the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR), the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), and the
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (Convention Against
Torture). Both the transitional charter and the constitution of today=s Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, adopted
at the end of the transitional period, give prominence to human and peoples= rights, with thirty-two articles of the
constitution devoted to detailed human rights provisions. Furthermore, the constitution provides for the incorporation
into domestic laws of all the human rights treaties to which Ethiopia is party.
The transitional government and the federal government gradually enacted laws that guaranteed the respect of
human rights and civil liberties and instituted the independence of the judiciary and the press. Multipartyism was
instituted, and free universal suffrage introduced, theoretically allowing the convening of competitive elections for the
first time in the country=s history. Being a coalition of ethnically-based liberation fronts that the Tigrean People=s
Liberation Front (TPLF) dominated, the alliance actively promoted a policy of ethnic federalism that was to influence
the subsequent constitutional, political, and administrative restructuring of the country.
Ethnically-based fronts and opposition parties, as well as emerging civil groupsCincluding human rights and
democratization organizationsCeagerly moved to occupy the democratic spaces created by these constitutional and legal
reforms. It became increasingly clear, however, that they could only do so within the limits and controls drawn by the
new rulers. The ruling EPRDF dominated the political system by favoring regional parties affiliated with it and
clamping down on opposition groups. It also sought to dominate the emerging civil society through bureaucratic and
legal restrictions and various forms of harassment of activists. As a result, the political landscape in the country
remained overwhelmingly dominated by the EPRDF. The alliance embraced under its umbrella a number of regional
parties. These parties were promoted to command positions in local administration and received government support
during a series of local and national elections from 1992 to 1995 that ensured their dominance over regional
legislatures. Several independent political groupings and ethnically-based fronts which had significant support in their
respective ethnic homelands, including the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) and the Ogaden National Liberation Front
(ONLF), complained in the early periods of the transition about political harassment and killings of their activists,
claims which later were corroborated by independent observers. On the other hand, urban elites who were recruited in
the past from the dominant Amhara group, and who were attached to traditional forms of centralized government

fiercely opposed the policies of ethnic federalism that the EPRDF actively promoted. The opposition groups opted to
boycott the series of elections that marked the phases of the political restructuring of the country, alleging serious
official impediments to free political campaigning. The boycott only confirmed the accession of the EPRDF and its
affiliates to a position of virtual dominance of the political process.
The emerging contours of the political scene generated a particular set of human rights problems. In remote
regions, where government forces sporadically confronted armed dissident groups pressing for self determination on
ethnic grounds, village shakedowns followed armed encounters or were used to preempt these. As a result, hundreds of
civilians were held in 1996 and 1997 under the authority of regional governments that suspected them of supporting
armed opposition groups. As documented in this report, this particular category of detainees faced the greatest risk of
political killings, torture, and harsh and inhumane treatment, mainly at the hands of members of rural militias and other
security forces that enforce law and order in remote rural areas.
Other crackdowns severely curtailed the exercise of civil and political rights. The government attempted to
bring a boisterous private press in line by the routine use of detention and imprisonment, and the imposition of
prohibitive fines and bail amounts on journalists and editors. The exercise of constitutionally guaranteed freedom of
association was severely curtailed as activists loyal to the government targeted the two largest labor organizations in the
country, the Ethiopian Teachers= Association (ETA) and the Confederation of Ethiopian Trade Unions (CETU), for
control. Indicative of the predicament of ETA was that its president, Dr. Taye Wolde Semayat, started his second year
in prison in May 1997, pending the conclusion of his trial on charges of heading an armed clandestine anti-government
group. In earlier phases of his protracted trial the court had decided to drop other charges against him, including his
alleged participation in a bomb attack against the compound of the United State Agency for International Development
(USAID), and the abduction of two Italians. On May 8, 1997, the police said it had shot and killed his successor at the
head of ETA, Assefa Maru. The police statement claimed that the union official, who was also an executive committee
member of the independent Ethiopian Human Rights Council, resisted arrest when police caught him preparing a
terrorist act with other accomplices, and said he had replaced Dr. Taye as the leader of the clandestine armed group.
The general secretary of ETA, who at the time of the killing of his colleague was on an overseas business trip, opted not
to return to the country. In the meantime, the government continued to subject the remaining four members of ETA=s
executive committee to various forms of harassment and pressure. Abate Angore, who headed the members= affairs
department, was arrested in March 1996, and spent two months in detention in Addis Ababa without charges or trial for
his role in protesting a police raid on ETA premises. On September 21, 1996, he was again arbitrarily detained in the
Southern Region, when he went there on family business, and regional authorities found ETA literature with him. He
was only released in mid-March 1997. By mid-year, ETA had received reports that at least seventy teachers were
detained in Arbe Minch, the capital of that region, mainly because regional authorities suspected them of remaining
loyal to ETA. Similar tactics had succeeded in bringing CETU into the government fold after a protracted confrontation
with its elected leadership.
Despite constitutional guarantees of the right to associate and organize, conflicting policy and administrative
regulations have left non-governmental organizations in confusion and uncertainty. Newly founded organizations have
found it difficult to register, some already existing organizations have been deregistered. The government continued to
deny the veteran Ethiopian Human Rights Council legal status, contending that it was a political organization. The
council=s bank account was frozen in 1995 following the publication of a critical report, although its operations out of
its Addis Ababa office continued to be tolerated. The newly founded Human Rights League, was by September 1997
still waiting government formal approval to be able to assume its mandate of human rights education, monitoring and
reporting, ten months after submitting all the required forms, articles of association, and annual plans of activity to the
competent government department. Authorities in Gode, Somali Region, raided the office of the newly established
Ogaden Human Rights Committee in June 1996 and confiscated documents and office equipment. Activists and
workers fled the town to Addis Ababa fearing arrest. Their internal exile rendered the promotion and protection of
human rights in their remote region a most difficult task. Founded in 1992, the Oromo Ex-Prisoners For Human Rights
similarly continued to function in a perilous clandestinity.
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Under Ethiopian law, organizers of political meetings and demonstrations are required only to notify the
competent government authorities prior to convening an event. The government managed, however, to restrict freedom
of assembly by introducing a de facto permit system by virtue of which it stalled in acknowledging notifications and
declared events which went ahead anyway as illegal, and therefore subject to dispersal and the arrest of participants.
The government required some of those it arrested for taking part in political meetings and anti-government
demonstrations, such as the 1997 demonstrations in Addis Ababa by shopkeepers and students, to submit written
statements admitting their participation in an illegal activity, promising not to repeat the act, and praying for its pardon
to be released. With threats of unspecified punishments hanging over their heads, the detained demonstrators all
submitted to this humiliating ritual, which in addition implied that they would forfeit their constitutional right of
peaceful assembly.
In 1994, Human Rights Watch published AReckoning Under the Law,@ a report about the process which was
about to start to render officials of the Derg accountable for the atrocities committed during that period. By the third
quarter of 1997, the trials on charges of war crimes and crimes against humanity of the seventy-two top-ranking Derg
officials, including Col. Mengistu Haile Mariam, who had fled to Zimbabwe shortly before the fall of Addis Ababa to
the EPRDF, were still pending. As for the majority of those detained in relation to their suspected role during the Derg
dictatorship, it was only in the first quarter of 1997 that the Special Prosecutor=s Office announced their charging with
criminal offences. The Office charged a total number of 5,198 people, of whom 2,246 were already in detention, while
2,952 were charged in absentia. The vast majority of the defendants were charged with genocide and war crimes, and
faced alternative charges of having committed aggravated homicide and wilful injury. All charges were based on the
Ethiopian penal code of 1957. New additional trials of Derg era defendants opened before the Federal High Court in
Addis Ababa during March 1997. However, the serious crisis in the Ethiopian judiciary has left federal courts with a
backlog of thousands of Aordinary cases.@ The new court proceedings were expected to run into similar delays that
marked the first Derg-Trial. On the other hand, trials before regional high courts had not yet started as of late November
1997. Many of the defendants were in pre-trial detention for almost six years before they were brought to court.
In the face of an all-dominant party and powerful executive branch, victims of abuses had no quarters to turn to
for protection and redress. The restructuring of the judiciary, which had already suffered sweeping political purges in
the immediate aftermath of the fall of the Derg, has led to further pressure on its meager capacities, resulting in its near
paralysis. Despite significant government efforts to reform the judiciary and ease its bottlenecks, judges who try to
uphold the rule of law are frequently defeated by local officials who refuse to comply. The credibility of the new police
force, which was meant to be established under civilian control, and made accountable before the law, suffered serious
setbacks following the role of the police in some troubling political cases, particularly the killing in May 1997 of Assefa
Maru.
The Council of Peoples= Representatives initiated preparations in 1996 for the establishment of a human rights
commission and ombudsman institution to fill in some of the gaps in the rights protection regime. By the end of 1997,
concrete steps in that direction had as yet to be taken.
Ethiopian government officials frequently made statements that equated the expression of human rights
concerns by representatives of the international community to forms of interference in the internal affairs of the country.
In any case, Ethiopia=s partners in the international community gave mixed signals. They considered the country a
model of economic reforms, and as a strategic ally for the stabilization of the Horn of Africa region and the diplomatic
and military containment of perceived threats from the Islamist government of neighboring Sudan. This led to firm
commitments of aid, and less resolve as to the conditioning of that aid on human rights improvements and sound
governance benchmarks. Five years into this strategic alliance, concerned representatives of the international
community still had no focal point to bring their queries about abuses to, and their appeals were rarely answered.
While the level of the Ethiopian government=s political commitment to the enforcement of human rights
standards was demonstrably high, its actual practices, as summarized above, significantly deviated from the stated
principles. Ethiopian officials repeatedly complained that their practices were often unfairly compared to the dictatorial
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excesses of the Derg. Instead, this report, the outcome of two field missions to Ethiopia in June/July 1996 and
July/August 1997, examines the human rights record of Ethiopia under the EPRDF, and holds the current government
accountable to standards it had introduced to guide the nation under its stewardship.

II. RECOMMENDATIONS
To the Ethiopian Government
C
Abide by the provisions of the Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, and the
international human rights instruments to which Ethiopia is party, in particular the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights, taking measures to this effect to:

C

C

guarantee the physical and psychological integrity of all Ethiopians currently in detention, and
immediately release those illegally detained;

C

put an end to the practice of illegal or arbitrary detention as well as ill-treatment or torture of detainees
and extrajudicial executions;

C

guarantee the independence of the judiciary as required by the Ethiopian constitution and
international law. Particularly, allocate sufficient financial resources to the judiciary, ensure the proper
training of judges and others involved in the administration of justice, and hold police and other
officials who interfere with the independence of the judiciary or refuse to obey court orders
accountable before the law;

C

respect freedom of association, by immediately lifting all legal and bureaucratic obstacles hindering
the registration of existing and new nongovernmental organizations;

C

cease the arbitrary detention and harassment of activists in nonviolent civil organizations. Stop all
unlawful attacks on these organizations in the form of raids against their offices and projects,
confiscation of their property, and freezing of their bank accounts;

C

respect freedom of assembly, by lifting restrictions on political meetings and public demonstrations
imposed by law and in practice, and halting arbitrary police actions to ban and disperse such meetings
and demonstrations;

C

respect freedom of expression, by lifting arbitrary restrictions on the print and public broadcasting
media; and ceasing the detention and imprisonment of journalists for the expression of their opinions;

C

respect academic freedom, by removing all restrictions on faculty and students= rights to associate and
assemble;

C

recognize the rights of Ethiopian human rights defenders to monitor, investigate, and report on human
rights abuses in the country; and their rights to associate with others nationally and internationally in
pursuit of the promotion of human rights and their protection in the country.

Establish a civilian, accountable police force, and strengthen the training of its personnel on issues of due
process of law and on human rights standards and protections. To that effect:
C

conduct an independent inquiry into the killing of Assefa Maru, executive committee member of both
the Ethiopian Teachers Association and the Ethiopian Human Rights Council, at the hands of police
officers;
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C

C

investigate all other allegations of police abuse and improper treatment of detained persons;

C

hold police officials responsible for such abuses accountable before the law.

Establish a permanent human rights commission which is genuinely independent of the government,
empowering it to:
C

monitor and report on compliance with the human rights standards enshrined in the domestic legal
system and the international instruments to which Ethiopia is party;

C

establish its own priorities, which should include investigating reports of violations of the right to life
and security of the person, and the right to freedom from torture and arbitrary arrest and detention;

C

submit findings to judicial bodies so that perpetrators, including those within the security forces, are
brought to justice;

C

ensure that victims of abuses receive the adequate remedies that their cases call for, including
protection for witnesses appearing before it and compensation for and rehabilitation of victims of
abuses perpetrated by security forces.

To the International Community
Human Rights Watch urges members of the international community to press the government of Ethiopia to
implement the above recommendations, in particular by using their economic support to the country to induce and to
facilitate tangible human rights improvements. In particular:
C

support efforts by organizations of civil society to promote human rights standards and monitor
government=s compliance;

C

target assistance to the judiciary in order to improve its capacity and encourage its independence;

C

encourage the establishment of a permanent independent human rights commission through the
extension of financial and technical support.

III. BACKGROUND
In May 1991, the Ethiopian People=s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) overthrew the former
dictatorial government, the Derg (military committee), ending almost a decade of devastating civil war. The EPRDF is
a coalition of ethnically-based armed groups, which the Tigrean People=s Liberation Front (TPLF) formed during the
war, and continues to dominate to this day. It had coordinated its final assault on Addis Ababa with that of the Eritrean
People=s Liberation Front (EPLF) on Asmara, the capital of Eritrea, and, following a referendum in 1993, agreed to the
independence of Eritrea from Ethiopia. The EPRDF=s military wing assumed responsibility for national defense, and
internal security immediately after the overthrow of the Derg.
In July 1991, the EPRDF held a national conference to elect a transitional government, form a legislative body,
the Council of Representatives, draft a constitution, and prepare for local and national elections. Although the
conference proved to be broad-based, open, and productive, not all political parties were allowed to send delegates to
it. The EPRDF allocated to itself thirty-two of the eighty-seven seats in the Council of Representatives. The second
largest block, of twelve seats, went to the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF), and the remainder went to smaller ethnic
parties, many of which were formed immediately before the national conference convened. The conference agreed to
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establish a secular state and to hold national parliamentary elections within a short period. It also approved the idea of
regional or ethnic self-government, and agreed to recognize the right of self determination of those groups which by
referendum decided to form separate states.
The EPRDF=s policy of decentralizing of authority to regional, ethnically-defined administrations reflected the
conviction that only by devolving power to the local level could the country avoid conflict which, Ethiopia=s recent
history suggested, was the inevitable result of concentrating power in a remote, oppressive, central government. The
federal structure that has emerged accords legislative, executive, and judicial powers to ten administrative regions,
while the federal government retains authority over all matters pertinent to national defense, foreign affairs, and
citizenship.
Since coming to power the EPRDF has successfully sought to maintain its control over the transitional period
and the political process. It has sponsored at least sixteen parties, called People=s Democratic Organizations (OPDOs),
each based on the dominant ethnic groups in the various regions, and it has allied itself with other regional fronts and
movements. This strategy ensured that the EPRDF and its allied or satellite parties detained a monopoly of power in
both regional and federal assemblies following a series of elections from 1992 to 1995 that major opposition groups
boycotted. In addition to its network of PDOs and other allied groups, the EPRDF has also sought to dominate local
politics by reviving Akebeles@ and Apeasant associations@ as the lowest levels of government administration in rural and
urban areas, respectively. These neighborhood committees were originally established in 1975 under the Derg. They
assumed important local administrative functions, while helping to consolidate the EPRDF=s political control.
Representatives of the ruling coalition oversaw the neighborhood committee system and commanded the peasant
militias attached to it. In short, the formal delegation of authority and responsibility to regional authorities has not been
fully reflected in the reality of political control. Not only has the control of regional governments by leaders closely tied
to the national ruling party made the separation of regional and federal authority more apparent than real, but, in
addition, there has been little progress in creating judicial structures and mechanisms that could provide a check on
unrestricted executive power. The judiciary is far from being independent. The EPRDF=s dominant role in the
country=s legislative and executive bodies, which was evident during the transitional period, did not abate after the
proclamation of the new constitution, and the EPRDF maintained its primacy in the elected parliament and the new
federal government.
The other ethnically-based armed groups that had waged war against the Derg, such as the Oromo Liberation
Front (OLF) and the Ogaden National Liberation Front (ONLF), had initially joined the EPRDF in the transitional
government, and had agreed to pursue its project of unity through diversity. They broke with the EPRDF and the
transitional government in 1992 and 1994, respectively, protesting the harassment of their members and the obstruction
of their campaigns for regional elections. Since then, the two groups have led low-level armed insurgencies against the
government in their respective regions. The OLF=s breakaway, in particular, was marked by an initial military setback
as thousands of its fighters were captured by EPRDF forces immediately after the 1992 crisis.
More recently, the resurgence of Islam as a political force has reached Ethiopia, whose population is nearly half
Muslim. Radical Islamist groups, including the Islamic Front for the Liberation of Oromia, and Al-Itihad Al-Islami
(Islamic Unity), which operates in the Somali Region, have conducted sporadic attacks against government and civilian
targets.
The Constitutional and Legal Framework
The transitional charter that the 1991 conference endorsed provided the legal basis for the transitional period
and the establishment of a transitional Council of Representatives. The Council of Representatives endorsed a draft
constitution that the Constituent Assembly, elected by universal suffrage in June 1994, adopted in December of that
year. The constitution came into effect in August 1995, establishing the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia
(FDRE).
During the transitional period, the Council of Representatives ratified the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR), the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), and the
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Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. Both the charter and the
constitution of the FDRE give prominence to human rights. Thirty-two of the constitution=s 106 articles consist of
detailed human rights provisions. The constitution also provides for the incorporation into domestic law of all the
international human rights treaties to which Ethiopia is party.
The Ethiopian Penal Code of 1957, which remains in force, expressly incorporates certain norms of customary
international law, proscribing crimes against humanity in articles 281-288, 291 and 292. In particular, those provisions
bar genocide; murder, including summary and arbitrary executions; extermination; enslavement; starvation; deportation
or forcible transfer of a population; persecutions on national, racial, religious, or political grounds; and other inhumane
acts, including torture, rape, and Adisappearance@ of persons.
The Judiciary
In the August 1995 restructuring of government ministries, the Ministry of Justice lost its power over the
judiciary. In late 1993, however, the Ministry of Justice gained power over the Attorney General=s Office. The present
powers of the ministry include advising the Federal Government in matters of law, representing the Federal
Government in criminal cases falling under the jurisdiction of federal courts, directing and supervising the federal
police and prison administrations, representing the government in civil cases, registering foreign and trans-regional
nonprofit organizations, and drafting legislation.1
In accordance with the constitution, the FDRE proceeded to restructure the judiciary into a decentralized
system of state and federal courts. States have courts at district (woreda) and regional levels, consisting of trial, high
and supreme courts. The supreme federal judicial authority is vested in the Federal Supreme Court, which, together
with the Federal High Court, adjudicates cases involving federal law, transregional issues and national security, both at
the trial and appellate stages.
The Chief Justice of the Federal Supreme Court chairs the Judicial Administration Commission, mandated to
recommend judges for appointment, to make decisions regarding their promotion, discipline, and transfer, as well as to
administer the courts. In the regions, where the Judicial Administration Commission is duplicated, the all powerful
local administrators have in many instances shown alarming indications of interference with the independence of the
judiciary.
Shortages of competent personnel and meager resources hampered the restructuring process considerably and
led to severe delays in the courts. These delays aggravated considerably by the decision of the new government, upon
taking power in 1991, to dismiss hundreds of qualified judges whom it suspected of having taken part in repressive
practices under the Derg. In the absence of formally trained lawyers, the courts employed many lay judges. Because of
regional disparities in the distribution of national wealth and access to education, entire regions had to function only
with a handful of judges, and no lawyers at all.

1

See Proclamation No. 4, 1995: AA Proclamation to Provide for the definition of Powers and Duties of the Executive
Organs of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, Part III.23, the Ministry of Justice,@ Negarti Gazeta, no. 4, August 23,
1995, pp. 53-54.
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The situation in Addis Ababa is illustrative of the paralysis of the judicial system. During the transitional
period, Addis Ababa had regional status; it was one of the country=s ten regions. After the new constitution, the capital
could not have judicial powers of its own as these shifted to federal courts. At the end of the transitional period, the
Addis Ababa Region consisted of twenty-eight woredas (districts), each had criminal and civil courts. In addition, it
had five woreda labor courts, eleven zonal courts, and a supreme court with criminal and civil panels. Following the
1995 restructuring, the regional courts in Addis Ababa were abolished. In their place, the capital acquired only five
trial courts, and the already existing five benches of the Federal High Court. The number of judges declined in line
with the reduction in number of courts. Furthermore, the reduction of judges had an enormous impact since trial courts
function with three judges, instead of the one judge previously required in district courts.2
Such shortages led to severe case overloads, with judges hearing up to ninety cases per day, according to the
Ethiopian Human Rights Council and other observers.3 At the same time, judges continued to receive low salaries, as
did other employees in the public sector. Exacerbating these problems, moreover, was a lack of resources, which
seriously hindered the provision of equipment and supplies to the country=s approximately 700 courthouses, and
rendered maintenance difficult .4
In an August 1997 meeting with Human Rights Watch, the vice-president of the Federal Supreme Court
acknowledged that purges in the judiciary had led to shortages of judges, and explained steps that the government was
taking to address these problems. He said the judicial restructuring offered an opportunity for vetting judges on the
basis of their integrity and competence. Only those with the highest standards, according to him, were offered positions
in the new system.5 As a temporary measure to counter the adverse effect of losing many qualified and experienced
judges, the government had introduced short legal orientation courses, of six months= duration, that facilitated the
recruitment of some 600 lay judges. On July 26, 1997, the Civil Service College graduated its first batch of twenty-four
students, who had been drawn from various branches of civil service, with law degrees, following a three-year

2

Human Rights Watch interview with Menberetsehai Tadesse, vice-president of the Federal Supreme Court, Addis Ababa,
August 5, 1997.
3

See Øyvind Aadland, AReport of an Assessment Study of the Status and Context of the >Derg-Trial= in Ethiopia,@ April
21-May 21, 1997, Norwegian Institute of Human Rights, Oslo, 1997. See also Ethiopian Human Rights Council, "The
Administration of Justice in Ethiopia, Ninth Report, January 1996,@ in ACompiled Reports of EHRCO, December 12, 1991 to May
6, 1996,@Addis Ababa, June 1996, p. 169.
4

Human Rights Watch interview with Mahteme Solomon, former minister of justice, Addis Ababa, June 19, 1996.

5

Human Rights Watch interview with Menberetsehai Tadesse, vice-president of the Federal Supreme Court, Addis Ababa,
August 5, 1997.
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program.6 They were to join the judiciary, along with graduates of the law school of Addis Ababa University. On-thejob-training was used to improve the efficiency of sitting judges and other officials involved in the administration of
justice. Other steps taken to reduce judges= work load included the introduction of court clerks, and recording and
documentation systems.

6

"Forty-eight Students Graduate in Law and Economics,@ Addis Tribune, August 1, 1997.
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Meanwhile, the serious limitations of the judicial system could be gauged by the large number of cases
awaiting trial. Addis Ababa alone had a back log of some 70,000 cases by late 1997, not counting traffic offenses.7
One year adjournments became routine in the court system, with suspects and defendants in many cases having to
spend long periods in pretrial detention. During a July 31, 1997 visit to the first bench of the First Instance Court of
Yeka (a locality in Addis Ababa), and the Federal First Instance Court, Human Rights Watch noted crowds of litigants
waiting in vain for their day in court. Instead of getting a hearing, litigants at Yeka received notices of adjournments to
July 1998. A defense lawyer at the Yeka trial court told Human Rights Watch that the court had been adjourning for
months because one of its three judges was on sick leave. During that time, the other two judges routinely granted
police requests for pretrial detention, although they were only supposed to approve such demands, or to order temporary
releases on bail, in full court sessions with all three judges present. On April 4, 1997, the Federal High Court at Sidis
Kilo adjourned its examination of an appeal by the Ethiopian Teachers= Association against the administrative freezing
of its account to 1998 as well, an adjournment among many on that particular day, affecting a random mix of criminal,
civil, and political cases.8
Another serious problem facing the judiciary is the frequent refusal of the police to obey court orders,
particularly orders to release political detainees held in police custody. In some cases, particularly in remote regions,
political and executive officials have shown a tendency to take the law in their own hands, sometimes harassing and
detaining judges. Examples of the lack of recognition of the independence of the judiciary abound. In one case, the
Addis Ababa police refused to release two bahtawis (hermits) held in its custody since January 1997 for their suspected
participation in a plot to assassinate the Patriarch of the Orthodox Church, despite five consecutive release orders from
the second bench of the Federal First Instance Court (issued in April and May 1997).9 To circumvent these orders,
police applied to the third bench of the same court for an extension of the suspects= detention. On May 21, the third
bench turned down the request and, for the sixth time, ordered the release of the two hermits. They were, however, still
in detention when Human Rights Watch examined their case in early August 1997.10
An earlier high-profile case is equally indicative of the Ethiopian authorities= failure to recognize the
independence of the judiciary. In mid-1995, Shachachew Sheno, presiding judge in the Shakcho zone in the Southern
People=s Region and vice-president of Shakcho high court, granted the police a warrant to arrest and interrogate six
officials in the zonal council. The prosecutor had ordered the investigation following complaints about the involvement
of the six officials in the killing of three relatives of an alleged bandit. In retaliation for this action, one of the six
officials suspended the judge, writing a letter to the Shakcho zone high court on August 1, 1995Ca suspension that the
president of the high court confirmed. The official also suspended the public prosecutor who had ordered the
investigation, and he ignored directives from the regional supreme court to reinstate the judge.
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Ten months later, the judge reflected on his case to Human Rights Watch researchers. He stated,
there is no problem of procedure. The police investigated a case, the prosecutor examined it and filed
charges and as a judge I rendered justice and made decisions in accordance with the law. The problem
is that in the Southern Region the administrators do not want the legal procedure to work. They are the
only powers in the region. There is no controlling mechanism.11
The case was further aggravated when, as explained below, local officials detained and tortured the judge=s
wife. His repeated appeals to judicial authorities, the minister of justice, and the prime minister, appear to have been
partially successful, as he was appointed to be prosecutor in Region 14 (Addis Ababa). Nevertheless, the institutional
problems he so strongly denounced remain to be addressed.
The judiciary appears to be in deep crisis, a situation with implications for the rule of law. In principle, any
person whose rights have been denied can seek judicial redress. The courts have an obligation to enforce the rights
guaranteed in the constitution. Yet, because of the judiciary=s lack of capacity, and failure of other branches of
government to respect its independence, the courts have been unable to fulfill this obligation. As a result, the primacy of
the rule of law in Ethiopia has been severely undermined, and the human rights of ordinary citizens have been
jeopardized.
The seemingly endless cycle of judicial adjournments has obviously eroded the legal rights of prisoners. It has
also allowed the government to neutralize its political opponents by putting them on trial on charges of political
violence that courts take years to adjudicate. Among the cases illustrative of this trend are those of the Ziwai detainees,
the president of the All Amhara People=s Organization, and the president of the Ethiopian Teachers= Association (see
below for a discussion of these cases ). Also in detention as of this writing, pending the conclusion of a lengthy ongoing
trial on charges of inciting armed rebellion, were thirty-one Muslim leaders, including Sheikh Mohamed Awel Reja,
vice-president of the Supreme Council of Islamic Affairs, and Mohamed Abdu Tuku, an engineer. They were arrested
following confrontations in 1995 between two competing factions in Addis Ababa=s Anwar mosque.
Civic organizations that have been victims of government repression have also been adversely affected by the
slowness of the system in rendering justice. Targeted civic associations turned to the judiciary to obtain legal redress
against such arbitrary measures as de-registration, freezing of bank accounts, office searches and property confiscations
that were not authorized by court order, and harassment and detention of their leaders. Delays and adjournments of
court proceedings had, however, all but destroyed their confidence in ever finding justice. The cases of the leaders of
the All Amhara People=s Organization, the Confederation of Ethiopian Trade Unions, Ethiopian Teachers= Association,
and the Oromo Relief Association typify this trend (see below for a discussion of these cases).
Judges have little knowledge of international human rights norms, as several Ethiopian legal professionals
underlined in discussions with Human Rights Watch. The international human rights instruments to which Ethiopia is a
party, and which the constitution has incorporated into the national law, have not been translated into local languages
and made readily available to judges.
The Human Rights Commission and Ombudsman Institution
The constitution of the FDRE empowers the Council of People=s Representatives to establish a Human Rights
Commission and an Ombudsman Institution, and to determine by law the powers, functions, and membership of both
institutions. Plans to establish these institutions during the first year of the Council (1995/96) were deferred to the
second session, which started in October 1996, as the need for wider consultations became apparent, since there were
no local precedents or experiences with these types of institutions.
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As part of these consultations, the Speaker of the House prepared to convene an international conference, to be
held in Addis Ababa in December 1996, to consider other countries= experiences with these institutions. It was hoped
that the conference would assist members of the legal and political communities in drafting of legislation establishing
the two institutions. The conference was, however, delayed until early 1998. Beside allowing more time for
preparations, the delay was necessary to allow the preparatory team and its international partners to resolve reported
differences of opinion regarding the relevance of inviting independent national and international human rights
organizations, as suggested by the latter.12
Two different views of these institutions were being debated, with some in the legal and political communities
supporting the establishment of an independent human rights commission, while others supported the establishment of
a parliamentary commission. The limitations of the latter option were voiced by a leading legal expert with whom
Human Rights Watch raised the issue. He noted that in a parliamentary system, in which government enjoys a
comfortable majority in parliament, the commission would be identified with the government. He argued convincingly
that an autonomous commission would be more appropriate to the Ethiopian context. Similar considerations applied
with regard to the establishment of the Ombudsman institution.
Human Rights Watch took note of the political will to establish the said institutions and sent documentation on
national human rights institutions in Africa to the Speaker of the House and the former minister of justice. In
discussions with the two officials, we argued the establishment of institutions genuinely independent from the
government.
The Prisons
The Ethiopian prison system has never been in compliance with the standards defined in the U.N.=s Basic
Principles for the Treatment of Prisoners or U.N. Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners.13 Both
under the Emperor and the Derg governments, each local subdivision, region, subregion and district, had at least one
prison facility. Prisoners were also held in jails attached to police stations, and army garrisons. In addition, during the
Derg period, each peasant association and kebele had its own detention facility. The current government has revived the
practice of using kebele and peasant association Ahouses@ as detention places. Political prisoners are still at risk of
torture and Adisappearance@ in these unacknowledged detention places.
Public Order and Internal Security
The National Police
In 1942, the imperial government formed a centralized modern national police force, called the Imperial
Ethiopian Police, which had both paramilitary and constabulary units. Upon the overthrow of Haile Selassie in 1974,
the force numbered 28,000.14
The Derg government viewed the police with suspicion because of their association with the ruling class under
the emperor. Under the Derg, the police commissioner reported to the Ministry of Interior. The Derg=s army
increasingly assumed the duties of criminal investigation and maintenance of public order, while the People=s Protection
Brigades replaced the police constabulary in enforcing law at the local level. The Derg emphasized the political mission
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of the police in suppressing political dissent, while law enforcement was left to the Brigades. As a result, the public
standing of the police was considerably weakened.15
During the transitional period, the EPRDF dissolved the police force. The EPRDF=s armed wing assumed
responsibility for all policing and internal security duties throughout the country, as well as for the national defense.
The police force was reestablished in mid-1994. The concurrent restructuring of the army (see below) has meant that
responsibility for internal security has continued to shift from the army to the police force. This followed decades of
exercise of police powers by military forces operating in towns as well as rural areas. As the EPRDF phased out the
core TPLF fighting force, opposition groups and independent sources reported that demobilized soldiers have been
recruited into the new police and internal security forces. With the establishment of the Federal Democratic Republic
of Ethiopia in August 1995, responsibility for the federal police and prisons passed from the Ministry of Internal
Affairs, which was abolished, to the Ministry of Justice. As part of this restructuring, the Ministry of Justice also
established separate divisions for intelligence and refugee affairs.
Special programs designed to train and increase the efficiency of the federal and regional police have received
support from foreign donor governments. One of the main areas of British and German bilateral assistance to Ethiopia
has been the capacity building and strengthening of the management capabilities of the police force. This assistance
includes the establishment of educational facilities and the review of international standards and regulations. The states
have followed the federal blueprint in establishing their own police structures and controls.
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The international police training program received unexpected publicity when two of three retired British
police officers working for the program were seriously injured in a bomb attack in Addis Ababa in mid-April 1997.
There was no evidence, however, that they were deliberately targeted. The four-year assistance program, which was to
end a few months after the bombing incident, aimed to Arestructure the Ethiopian force along civilian lines,@ according
to an Overseas Development Administration spokesman.16
Human Rights Watch asked Mahteme Solomon, the former minister of justice, about the safeguards included in
the emerging system to ensure police discipline and accountability. He stated that policemen were being routinely
disciplined for abuse of authority, bribery, and other abuses both at the regional and national levels. While his ministry
had issued standing orders to discipline police and had a department to oversee police conduct, he admitted that nobody
within the ministry kept records of the numbers of police agents who had been disciplined. He said his ministry was
beginning to station federal police in the regions who would report to the ministry directly about this issue.17
The former minister acknowledged that there were cases of human rights abuses that involved the police, as
well as the military. He attributed Aalmost all@ such abuses to lack of institutional organization, lack of laws, and lack of
training.18
Peasant Militia
Paramilitary groups operate as security forces in rural areas. The army chief of staff told Human Rights Watch
that the rationale for their creation was to cover the needs of rural and village security in a vast and resourceless
country. He explained that peasant militia are under the control of regional authorities, and not under the army=s direct
chain of command, but that this did not exclude cooperation between local militia and army units. He said the regular
army assisted in training the militia and provided them with ammunition and armaments.19

16

Alice Martin, AEthiopia: Britons Wounded in Ethiopian Blast,@ The Guardian, April 14, 1997, p. 3.

17

Human Rights Watch interview with Mahteme Solomon, Addis Ababa, June 19, 1996.

18

Ibid.

19

Human Rights Watch interview, Addis Ababa, July 1, 1996.

Human Rights Watch/Africa

16

December 1997, Vol. 9, No. 8 (A)

Rural paramilitary groups have their basis in the peasant associations and kebeles. These lowest levels of
government administration, in rural and urban areas respectively, were established under the Derg in 1975. Peasant
associations initially were established within the context of a land reform movement, and had elected leadership. A few
years later, they were turned into formidable tools of government control, as trained political appointees moved in to
replace elected leaders. As the state replaced feudal land owners and introduced collective farms and cooperatives,
peasant associations were placed in charge of land and fertilizers and assumed conflict resolution functions at the local
level. They were also responsible for collecting taxes and for indoctrinating the population. By the end of the Derg era,
there were 20,000 peasant associations throughout the country.20
The kebeles, or urban dwellers= associations, were initially responsible for collecting rents, running judicial
tribunals to settle local disputes, and providing basic social services in their neighborhoods. Their powers were later
expanded to include neighborhood policing. Neighborhood defense squads committed notorious abuses in Addis Ababa
during the Red Terror period, from 1977 to 1978. Like peasant associations, kebeles proved a formidable security tool
helping intimidate the population into submission to the Derg dictatorship.
The Derg government granted police powers to people=s defense squads operating within specific peasant
association or kebele constituencies. The squads= main role was to suppress political dissent by identifying and
disposing of suspected opponents. In 1978 the squads were merged into People=s Protection Brigades. These received
formal police training, and were given local police duties within the jurisdictions of peasant associations and kebeles.
After the fall of the Derg, the transitional government and the FDRE retained the peasant association and
kebele system for the purposes of local administration and the consolidation of political control. Officials of the ruling
coalition oversaw the system and commanded the peasant militias attached to it.
With the difference that peasants were relieved from the rigors of collective farming and benefited form the
liberal economic policies introduced by the new government, and that they had no longer to yield their children to the
recruiters of the conscript army, they discovered that the new cadres were bent on the political control of their
communities. The ERPDF=s land policy gave the cadres an added leverage over the peasantry, as the state was
proclaimed to own all land. Individual farming rights were however allowed. The potential implication of this policy
was far reaching in that the crucial issue of access to land rendered the peasantry vulnerable to political Apersuasion@ by
local cadres. An independent election monitoring team noted the atmosphere of fear and apprehension that prevailed in
rural areas where it monitored the 1994 and 1995 elections and pointed to indications that this atmosphere had
influenced a massive rural vote in favor of the ruling party and its regional affiliates.21
In interviews with Human Rights Watch, victims of abuses committed by rural security forces attached to the
peasant associations consistently claimed that these forces were controlled by security committees, of which local
officials, members of the EPRDF and its affiliates, and army officers were members. Typically, the local administrator
would belong to the ruling regional party affiliated with the EPRDF. The population therefore tended to perceive the
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administrator, the militia, and the EPRDF as a single unit. Thus, the people referred to the peasant militias as the party
militias, although officially there is no party militia. The case of the Shakito People=s Democratic Movement (SPDM),
illustrates this disturbing overlap. At the district (woreda) level, the SPDM had a 150-man militia, every member of
which was also a party member (see over).22
The dominant role of party members in the militias makes them an integral part of the national political
structure. Through the ruling party=s political apparatus, they are securely under central government control. The
committee system has thus facilitated interaction between local authorities, the militia, the army, and the ruling party,
practically subordinating local security structures to the federal authorities.
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In regions affected by armed conflict, the government has relied on militia groups to identify members and
sympathizers of opposition groups. Militias have reportedly been responsible for the arrest and ill-treatment of hundreds
of civilians suspected of supporting the insurgents. The militia appear to have the power to detain, interrogate people,
holding them in militia camps, public buildings or in army camps. One former political prisoner told Human Rights
Watch that members of the committees Asit together and decide whom to arrest. Without their agreement, the judge
cannot release anybody. The army by itself can arrest people, so can the police, but to release detainees they have to
come together.@23 According to a regional judge we interviewed, members of these militia do not appear before courts.
Instead, police step in to compile files, which they present to prosecutors responsible for charging the suspects.24
The Army
In 1991, following the fall of the Derg, the existing military was disbanded and the EPRDF army assumed its
responsibilities. Opposition groups viewed the EPRDF=s control of the military with suspicion, fearing that a partisan
army dominated by one ethnic group would threaten the rights of competing groups. They urged the creation of a
nationally representative and apolitical army. Establishing such an army was viewed as one of the main tasks of the
transition.
Five years after the collapse of the Derg, the chief of staff of the Ethiopian army told Human Rights Watch that
some 25,000 TPLF forces had been demobilized. The new government also focused on demobilizingCor
suppressingCrebel forces that had acted in loose association with the dominant military force, but which fell outside the
controlling group=s political umbrella. The ministry of defense claimed to have recruited Athousands of youngsters from
Oromiya, Amhara, and southern people=s regional states@ whom it claimed to have Atrained in basic military science and
politics to join the national defense force.@25 The Apeople=s liberation army@ was being disbanded, to be replaced by a
traditional standing army. In February 1996 the former rebel commanders took military ranks for the first time.26
Conscription was abandoned in favor of a professional army.
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Two armed groups that engaged sporadic clashes with the army during 1996 publicly confirmed this
transformation in the composition of the military. In a communique issued on August 24, 1996, the Afar Revolutionary
Democratic Unity Front (ARDUF) said that the Aexclusively Tigrean elite force of the EPRDF government of Ethiopia
began to withdraw from the Afar Depression. They were replaced by multinational EPRDF forces.@27 In the Somali
region, another area affected by armed confrontations, the chairman of the ONLF said in February 1996 that at least
2,000 government soldiers of Tigrean origin serving in the Ogaden had Afled@ the region, and that the government had
replaced them with soldiers from Oromia.28
Human Rights Watch asked the army chief of staff to clarify the role of the army in Ethiopian society and, in
particular, to explain how the command was able to transform a small, disciplined revolutionary force into a regular
standing army for the whole country. He cited the good treatment of thousands of Derg prisoners of war as an example
of the discipline of the EPRDF army during the civil war, a discipline acquired through political education of recruits.
The treatment of captured soldiers by the rebel forces during the years of open warfare was, by most accounts, a
positive factor in the overall conduct of the long war. At one time more than a hundred thousand government soldiers
in Eritrea and Tigray were held in camps whose living conditions were comparable to those of the rebel armies
themselves. Access to these camps was permitted to relief workers and the International Committee of the Red Cross.
Government leaders who had played important roles in the long military campaign told Human Right Watch, in
statements largely borne out by other sources, that policies of fair treatment and, frequently, of release of captured
government soldiers, had been seen as a means to sow disaffection in the government ranks, encouraging others to
desert from the largely conscript army, to surrender in confrontations with rebel forces, or to join the rebel side.
For the new national army, said the army chief of staff, new political ideals were raised to build discipline.
These included loyalty to the constitution and the importance of bringing peace, stability and economic development to
the country. Discipline, he said, was to be enforced through the adoption of a system of rules and regulations for the
national army, and through the inclusion of human rights component in its training.29
Despite these safeguards, the army continued to commit human rights abuses in regions where it was engaged
in counterinsurgency operations. Such abuses included the arbitrary detention and ill-treatment of suspected rebels in
army camps. Furthermore, the army=s reliance on militia groups that did not fall under its direct command, as a means
to insure security in rural areas, opened the door for more abuses. Such security arrangement constituted a major source
of human rights abuses in many parts of the country.
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IV. PATTERNS OF POLITICAL IMPRISONMENT
One group of prisoners, who were detained in connection with the change of government in 1991, has received
wide international attention. These individuals fall under the jurisdiction of a special prosecutor with a mandate to
bring to justice individuals responsible for crimes against humanity under the authority of the former government.
Broadly speaking, political opponents imprisoned after the EPRDF=s victory in 1991 may be categorized as
falling into three groups. The first includes people detained because of their suspected participation in, or sympathy for,
insurgent groups fighting to unseat the government. The second group consists of activists who stood in the way of the
central government=s measures to establish or maintain control over independent civic associations, political parties,
labor and professional organizations, and the media. Political detainees in the third group consist of members of the
EPRDF or its regional allies purged during recurrent campaigns of appraisals of political loyalty and effectiveness.
The protracted trial of Derg officials has been raised as an important effort to uphold the principle of
accountability for past human rights abuses, particularly laudable in light of the many examples of impunity in the rest
of the continent. Excessive delays in charging the large majority of the detainees have, however, greatly damaged the
credibility of the trial process.
As for the other three categories of political detainees imprisoned since 1991, they indicate the ongoing failure
to resolve conflicts between the ruling party and its erstwhile allies in the armed struggle, as well as the government=s
inclination to limit the democratic space and hinder the development of civil society. On the other hand, the fact that so
many have been detained after EPRDF internal purges attests to the governing alliance=s efforts to ensure its
ascendancy and strengthen its control over the political process.
Legal Standards
Arbitrary Arrest and Administrative Detention
As a rule, in its treatment of political detainees, the government has routinely flouted the international
instruments to which Ethiopia is party, as well as its own constitutional provisions for the protection of the rights of
arrested, accused, and detained persons. Ethiopia had ratified all of the major international human rights instruments
protecting individuals from arbitrary arrest, including the ICCPR, Article 9 of which provides, inter alia, that:
1. Everyone has the right to liberty and security of person. No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest
or detention. No one shall be deprived of his liberty except on such grounds and in accordance with
such procedures as are established by law.
2. Anyone who is arrested shall be informed, at the time of arrest, of the reasons for his arrest and shall
be promptly informed of any charges against him.
3. Anyone arrested or detained on a criminal charge shall be brought promptly before a judge or other
officer authorized by law to exercise judicial power and shall be entitled to trial within a reasonable
time or release . . . .
Similar standards are enshrined in the Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. Article 14
of the constitution, on the ARight to Life, Liberty and the Security of the Person,@ provides: AEveryone has the inviolable
and inalienable right to life, liberty and the security of the person.@ Article 17 protects the right to liberty in somewhat
great detail, providing:
1. No one can be deprived of his or her liberty except in accordance with procedures established by
law.
2. No person may be subject to arbitrary arrest and no person may be detained without trial or
conviction.
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Article 19 of the constitution, entitled ARights of Persons Arrested,@ provides:
1. All persons arrested have the right to be informed promptly, in a language that they understand, the
particulars of the charges and the reasons for their arrest.
2. All persons arrested have the right to be informed promptly, in a language that they understand, that
they have the right to remain silent and to be notified that any statement they make or evidence they
give may be used against them in court.
3. All persons arrested have the right to appear before a court of law and to be given a full explanation
of the reasons for their arrest within forty-eight hours of their arrest, excluding the time reasonably
necessary for the journey from the place of arrest to the court.
4. All persons have the right to petition the court for a writ of habeas corpus, a right no court can
deny, where the arresting officer or agency fails to bring them before a court of law and provide the
reason for their arrest; the court may, where the interest of justice requires, order the arrested person to
remain in custody no longer than the time strictly required in order to carry out the necessary
investigation aimed at establishing the facts. In determining the time necessary for investigation, the
court shall take into account whether the responsible authorities are carrying out the investigation with
deliberate speed in order to guarantee the arrested person=s right to speedy trial.
Torture and Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment
International and domestic standards prohibit torture and cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.
Article 7 of the ICCPR provides:
No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.
Precisely mirroring the language of the ICCPR, Article 18 of the Ethiopian Constitution provides:
No person shall be subject to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.
The government=s practice of holding persons detained for national security offenses in unofficial detention
places, such as kebele or peasant association houses, violates international standards, since detainees held in secret or
unofficial places cannot assert their rights. In addition, unacknowledged detention exposes the detainee to the risks of
Adisappearance@ and extrajudicial executions at the hands of detaining officers. The other risk associated with
unacknowledged detention and unofficial places of detention is summary execution. Article 2 of the U.N. Principles on
the Effective Prevention and Investigation of Extra-Legal, Arbitrary and Summary Executions, states:
In order to prevent extra-legal, arbitrary and summary executions, Governments shall ensure strict
control, including a clear chain of command over all officials responsible for apprehension, arrest,
detention, custody and imprisonment, as well as those officials authorized by law to use force and
firearms.
These principles require governments to ensure that Apersons deprived of their liberty are held in officially
recognized places of custody,@ and to make accurate information on the detainee=s custody and whereabouts, including
transfers, promptly available to their relatives and lawyer.30
As the Ethiopian=s army chief of staff acknowledged in a meeting with Human Rights Watch, the army has
assisted in training and arming militia groups throughout the country, but these groups do not come formally under its
30
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direct chain of command. The cases described below indicate that these security arrangements have opened the door to
large-scale abuses of human rights.
The Derg Trials
The trials of individuals for crimes committed under the former government have been the object of a great deal
of international attention and assistance. Notwithstanding this attention, the progress of the trials has been slow. Of an
estimated total of 1,800 detainees, charges had only been brought, as of January 1997, against seventy-three high-level
members of the former government, of whom only forty-six were in the country. The other defendants, including
Colonel Mengistu, the head of the Derg government, were tried in absentia. The first trial opened in December 1994,
but the court only began to hear prosecution witnesses in 1996. All forty-six defendants present in the court pleaded not
guilty, and could face the death penalty if convicted. Girma Wakjira, the special prosecutor, interviewed by Human
Rights Watch in June 1996, said the death penalty was a Apolitical decision,@ on which his office Awas not focused.@31
On January 15, 1997, authorities announced that the majority of detainees had been charged with criminal
offences.32 On February 13, the special prosecutor told an audience of diplomats and nongovernmental organization
representatives that his office had charged a total of 5,198 people, of whom 2,246 were already in detention, while
2,952 were being charged in absentia. The vast majority of the defendants were charged with having committed
genocide and war crimes, and alternatively faced charges of having committed aggravated homicide and wilful injury.
All charges were based on the Ethiopian penal code of 1957. The Special Prosecutor=s Office (SPO) said 1,402
defendants will be tried in regional courts, and the rest will be tried in the Federal High Court in Addis Ababa.33
Three additional trials of Derg era defendants opened in Addis Ababa during the week of March 24 to 28,
1997. The first such trial, of 128 suspects, opened on March 24. The accused included Mammo Wolde, an Olympic
gold medalist, and Alemayheu Tefera Meshesha, a former vice chancellor of Addis Ababa University.34 Both
defendants had been detained for several years before being charged. The second trial was launched on March 26, when
twelve defendants appeared in court out of a total of forty-five defendants charged. The third trial, of twenty-three out
of thirty-two people charged with murder and genocide, began on the following Friday.35 In all, nine groups of Derg era
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defendants were brought before the three benches of the Federal High Court in Addis Ababa. According to Negatu
Tesfaye, the secretary of the Ethiopian Human Rights Council and a defense lawyer, these trials put additional stress on
a judicial system that was already in deep crisis.36
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The new trials were expected to incur the same delays that marked the first Derg-trial. Since the opening of the
first trial in December 1994, up to mid-April 1997, the SPO had presented only 249 witnesses out of about a thousand
scheduled to appear.37 The special prosecutor explained to Human Rights Watch in a June 1996 meeting that
eyewitnesses would testify first, followed by documentary witnesses, and then by expert witnesses. Contributing to the
trial delay, this approach reportedly resulted in a great deal of repetitious testimony. In addition, sessions were held
twice a week, a slow pace that was further interrupted by long recesses and vacations. To prove its charges against the
five thousands new defendants, the SPO said it had prepared three thousand witnesses, along with volumes of
documentary evidence and expert testimonies. As of early August 1997, however, trials before regional high courts had
not yet started, due to the lack of judicial capacity and the logistical problems described in the first section of this
report.
The mass charging of genocide suspects, and the commencement of trials came as a welcome development.
Nevertheless, because many defendants were held in pretrial detention for almost six years before they were brought to
court, and because trials were proceeding at an extremely slow pace it is clear that defendants= innocence or guilt will
not be established within a reasonable time, violating Article 9 (3) of the ICCPR.
In early 1997, when most detainees were charged, some fifty-five individuals were released because the Special
Prosecutor=s Office lacked sufficient evidence to charge them. Most of these people had spent three to five years in
preventive detention by that time. Instead of being compensated for their prolonged and unfounded detention, they were
required to post bail in order to regain their freedom.38 Even more disturbingly, some suspects will never be tried or
released: twenty-eight suspects reportedly died in custody, nineteen of them in 1995 alone, mainly from a lack of
proper medical attention and poor sanitary conditions in the prisons.39
Internal Political Purges and Related Detentions
It was reported in mid-1997 that senior officials in the political, executive and judicial branches of government,
were being repeatedly subjected to Agimgamas,@ or assessment sessions. A poor evaluation in these sessions, in which
an official=s subordinates give their opinions of the official=s performance, could lead to dismissal from service, or even
detention.40 The EPRDF=s reliance on gimgamas should be seen against the background of the EPRDF=s efforts to keep
allied regional parties and political movements under its tight control, and to improve discipline in the various branches
of government. The institution of the gimgama has its roots in the military experience of the TPLF, which successfully
used it during the civil war to improve the performance of field commanders, who were regularly evaluated by troops
under their command.
The use of gimgamas as a tool in political purges is exemplified by a couple of recent cases. The first took
place in Oromiya Regional State in April 1997. Kuma Demeska, the general secretary of the governing regional party,
the Oromo People=s Democratic Organization (OPDO), and chief administrator of the state, said at the conclusion of the
exercise that the OPDO had purged its ranks of 250 district officials, and had detained eighty others.41 Similarly, in
mid-August 1997, the regional council of Gambella Region Aendorsed@ a proposal, presumably by the regional party, to
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detain the top four officials of the state government.42 This latter purge occurred during a APeace, Development, and
Democracy Conference,@ another institution where regional political officials are subjected to continuing evaluations.
The government has used these tools to purge resilient leaders of regional parties allied to the EPRDF on such grounds
as corruption, display of Anarrow [ethnic] nationalism,@ being Aanti-people,@ or suspicion of sympathy for ethnic
movements opposed to the government.
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In mid-June 1996, then Prime Minister Tamrat Layne opened a Peace, Democracy, and Development
Conference in Benishangul-Gumuz Regional State by urging participants to unseat regional officials whom he called
Anarrow nationalists and agents of foreign powers.@43 He also accused regional officials of corruption and
inefficiency.44 The Benishangul-Gumuz regionCwhich is located on Ethiopia=s western border with Sudan, and which
has a population with strong historical and cultural ties to that country C has been plagued by chronic instability and
armed banditry. The tensions between the two countries explain the reference to Aforeign powers,@ seeking influence
inside Ethiopia. The conference provided the context for the dismissal of all members of the Regional Council, except
its president.
A political leader from Benishangul-Gumuz Regional State told Human Rights Watch in August 1997 that at
least 120 former officials remained in detention in the region, following the release of some eighty about mid-June
1997. The partial release was the result of local pressures to either charge or release the detainees, who had been held
without charges. He also claimed that ten prominent leaders of the Benishangul People=s Liberation FrontCwhich was
allied with the EPRDF, and which controlled the regional government until its rift with the EPRDFCremained in
detention. He said that they had been transferred from military camps to the official prison in Asosa, the region=s
capital, in January 1997. The dispute between the EPRDF and local officials, he said, provided the context for the
dismissal of most of the regional police force, about 800 men, and the recruitment of new officers, including some 700
paramilitary police who were hired to participate in joint patrols with the army.45
Repression in Conflict Areas
The continued existence of armed opposition groupsCalong with periodic reports that they have engaged in
armed violenceChas provided the context for central government measures to suppress violent and nonviolent
organizations alike, as well as to carry out large scale arrests in areas from which armed opposition groups have
traditionally drawn support.
Human Rights Watch interviewed some of the victims of these abuses in Addis Ababa during research missions
in mid-1996 and 1997. Continuing large scale arrests without warrant, ill-treatment and torture appear to be the norm in
many parts of the Oromia, Somali and Afar regions, and other regions of recent or ongoing armed conflict. Human
Rights Watch also received some reports of other human rights abuses that authorities perpetrated in these areas,
notably death threats, extrajudicial executions and Adisappearance.@ In addition, recently deposed high-ranking officials
of regional governments and parties are held in arbitrary detention in various regions. The following cases are indicative
of the widespread nature of these practices.
Somali Region
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In the Somali Region (Region Five) the civilian populations has often been caught in the crossfire in the
sporadic fighting between government troops and the opposition, which includes insurgent ONLF and the militant
Islamist group Al-Itihad al-Islami (Islamic Unity). Following a March 1997 landmine explosion under a military
personnel carrier near the village of Shaygoosh, which reportedly killed some nineteen soldiers,46 the military rounded
up eleven villagers, and transferred them to the military camp in Qabridaharre. The Ogaden Human Rights Committee
claimed that two days after the abduction, authorities displayed the dead bodies of clan elder Mohamed Fatule and his
nephew Ibrahim Deeh Fatule both of whom had been among the detainees, in town for two days, and denied their
relatives permission to bury them. The organization presumed the other detainees had also been killed, since their
whereabouts and fate were not known as of mid-August 1997.47
Another set of extrajudicial executions allegedly occurred in mid-November 1996, when government forces
reportedly rounded up a group of civilians from Wardheer town and summarily executed them in the outskirts of the
town. Among those reportedly killed were Abdullahi Ganey, Hiis Mohamed Omar, Roble Shafi=i, Ali Mohamed
Hassan, and Haj Mohamed Abdi.48 This incident followed an ambush of a government military convey by an ONLF
unit.49
Government forces reportedly retaliated against the ONLF insurgents by harming family members of ONLF
leaders, and expropriating or destroying their property without due process of law. The November ambush mentioned
above for example was reportedly led by ONLF commander Ibrahim Alifle, whose wife was reportedly killed by
government troops on October 5, 1996, and whose children reportedly Adisappeared@ during that same incident. The
Ogaden Human Rights Committee listed the Alifle family house in Wardheer among twenty-five properties confiscated
or destroyed by government forces.50 Nasra Sirad Dolal, mother of eight children and sister of an ONLF representative
in London, was detained in Qabridaharre in January 1997. She was released on bail in April, and ordered not to leave
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the town. The family house in Godey of Ibrahim Abdalla, the chairman of the ONLF, was ransacked and destroyed by
government troops in June 1997, as was the house of the secretary general of the ONLF in the same town.51
Both the exiled leadership of the Ogaden Human Rights Committee and its local members told Human Rights
Watch that by mid-1997 detainees in Somali Region were no longer held in district and village level detention places.
Instead, they said, detainees were held in the nine zonal capitals in Somali Region, which averaged twenty-five to
thirty detainees per center, and which saw frequent turnover as new detainees replaced those who were released. The
ICRC opened an office in Gode in the Somali Region in March 1997.52 These developments, suggesting possible
improvement in internal and external oversights on detaining authorities, should help to protect detainees in a region
affected by fighting between government troops and armed opposition groups.
Southern Peoples Region
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According to the testimony of Abate Angore, a former detainee and member of the executive committee of the
Ethiopian Teachers= Association, who had arrived in the southern town of Arba Minch53 from Addis Ababa to visit his
family just a week before he was arrested in late September 1996, the town=s official prison held about 1,250 prisoners
when he was released in mid-March 1997. Of these, only about thirty detainees were being held on criminal charges.
He explained that the others were being held on suspicion of aiding opposition groups, trading in arms, hiding arms or
rebels, or for being Aanti-people,@ but he claimed that when detainees asked why they were being held, prison guards
gave interchangeable reasons from this list of accusations.54 Some prisoners were arrested following denunciations by a
citizens= committee, the Mass Red Terror Witness Committee, established to assist in the identification of former
collaborators of the Derg dictatorship. Angore said that at least some forty prisoners had been held in the prison without
court order for the last six years. This group included two former Derg soldiers, Beza Kidan and Kassahun Dagiffe, and
a peasant, Mano Megibo. He himself was arrested by a group of civilians whom he identified as members of the
regional political party, the Southern Peoples= Democratic Organization. They turned him over to the police, who took
him to Arba Minch district court two weeks later. The court told him he was detained because at the time of his arrest
he was carrying documents from a political organization opposed to the government, although it was in fact a
professional association. Although there was a court order for his arrest, Abate had not been charged or tried for any
specific crime, and he was released six months later, at which time he had to promise to respond to any future police or
court summons.
Conditions in the prison were harsh, particularly at night when prisoners had to share limited sleeping space.
The International Committee of the Red Cross visited and registered prisoners, he said, and extended limited assistance
to them.
Oromia Region
Against a background of low intensity insurgency by rebels of the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF), and
occasional acts of violence attributable to the militant Islamic Front for the Liberation of Oromia (IFLO), the army
reportedly undertook community shakedowns in areas where violence had occurred or from which attacks originated. In
addition, security authorities continued to detain without trial hundreds of Oromos suspected of OLF membership.
In August 1996, soldiers reportedly broke into the house of Ebisa Adunga, a popular Oromo singer, and shot
him and a relative, Tana Wayessa, dead in their beds in what appeared to be an extrajudicial execution on suspicion of
supporting the OLF. The young singer was known for promoting Oromo nationalism through his music. At the time of
the killing, Seife Nebelbal, a local pro-Oromo newspaper, recalled that six other Oromo musicians had reportedly been
arrested by the government for their role supporting Oromo nationalism, two of whom subsequently Adisappeared.@55
On September 21, 1995, police closed down the office of the Oromo Relief Association (ORA) in the southern
town of Negele, Borana administrative zone. They arrested three senior staff members: Martha Arero, the
storekeeperCat the time mother of an infantCFraol Galata, the project officer, and Hailu Gamachu, the accountant.56
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The regional authorities did not give any reasons for the arrests, although the newly-established Oromia Regional State
authorities had ordered the closure of ORA offices in the region a month earlier, and had accused the organization of
actively supporting the insurgent OLF. The regional government was controlled by the Oromo People=s Democratic
Organization (OPDO), the party of the head of state in the federal government.
Martha Arero was released a month after her arrest. The other two remained in prison for seven months, and
were only released in April 1996. They were first detained in the local police station for two weeks during which time
they were not questioned. Police failed to bring them to court within the forty-eight hour period mandated by the
constitution. They were later taken to the official prison of Negele, where they lived with some 500 other prisoners in
poor sanitary conditions, lacking food and health care. They were not tortured in the police station or prison.
While in jail, they were taken to court every month or two. The judge would ask their names and fix a date for
another court appearance. The judge explained to them that their case was Aadministrative@: the court would not release
them because it did not know why they were arrested! The judge could not order their release on his own: according to
the victims, he said all members of the local security committee had to agree to a release, even though the army, police
or militia could each independently arrest suspects. Their case went to the central prosecutor after six months. The
prosecutor sent a representative who called them to court and released them on bail. The local police commander was
reportedly unhappy with this decision, which he had no part in. He issued orders for their re-arrest. The two exprisoners went into hiding for a few days before escaping to the capital, leaving their families behind. One told Human
Rights Watch that he was too afraid to dare return to the town. They were not called to appear before court again.57
Gebre Berhane (not his real name), a farmer and merchant from the Western Shewa region, is thirty-eight years
old and supports a large family consisting of his seven children and elderly parents. On February 19, 1996, at eight
p.m., twelve soldiers came to his house. He was having dinner at the time with three guests, the local police chief, the
village head of the OPDO, and the local representative of the ministry of agriculture. He was nevertheless arrested on
suspicion of being a supporter of the OLF and being illegally in possession of a machinegun. His denials were of no
effect.
He said soldiers beat up his wife and stole 5000 Birr that he had in the house.
They took me into the forest, took my shirt and coat, and tied me with nylon cord behind my elbows.
They knocked me to the ground and beat me with sticks, and alcohol was splashed onto my shoulder
and set alight. I was also beaten on the sole of my feet with a stick, and jabbed in my ankles and the
bottom of my feet with a bayonet mounted on an assault rifle.
Four months later, researchers from Human Rights Watch saw that his back was still severely scarred, and the
mark of a burn about three inches across was still clearly visible on his left shoulder. Badly healed scars were also
visible on both of his arms just above the elbow, apparently as a result of being tied too tightly for a long period. The
purpose of the torture was to make him confess his membership in the OLF, and state he hid his alleged weapon. After
the torture was over, the soldiers took him to the kebele house.
After two days passed, the soldiers took him to the military camp at Katkatto. More than two hundred people
were detained there. The soldiers in the camp held him because the zonal head of the OPDO asked them to do so. He
remained there for one month and three weeks. During this time, his family appealed to the Oromia police commission
in the Oromia Bureau of Justice for his release. Berhane was released shortly after that. The chief of the OPDO told him
that they had not found any evidence against him, releasing him without official documentation. His arrest was also
undocumented.
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Places of Detention
In the wake of a 1992 confrontation with the Oromo Liberation Front, the Ethiopian authorities held at least
20,000 Oromos in large overcrowded military detention camps. The detainees included armed militants but also many
civilians, including minors, accused of OLF membership. They were detained for many months without charges or
trial. Most were released by 1995. The government closed down several large detention facilities during 1994 and 1995,
including those in Hurso and Didessa. During 1994, the government formally charged 280 of the detainees held in
Ziwai military camp and transferred them to civilian prisons. Some of the defendants were released in 1995.
The trial of the remaining Ziwai defendants, who by late 1997 numbered ninety-three, had been suspended due
to judiciary=s technical problems: the High Court in Oromia lacked sufficient judges and other courts in the region were
not qualified to try cases started at the High Court level.58
Abundant evidence suggested that security officials continued to use secret detention places in remote regions,
including military camps, for the detention and interrogation of individuals suspected of membership in insurgent
groups. According to ex-prisoners to whom we talked, dozens of prisoners were detained during 1994 in Hegere
Mariam military camp No. 3, at Hegere Mariam Comprehensive High School. In charge of the camp were the head of
the army unit and the head of the army=s propaganda and political section. EPRDF cadres and militia of its local
affiliated party, the Oromo People=s Democratic Organization, were present in the camp. In late August 1994 about a
hundred prisoners were released from Hegere Mariam military camp No. 3Cincluding our informantsCwhile twenty
others, who had been detained a week earlier, remained in detention. In mid-1996, ex-prisoners said they left behind
about two hundred prisoners in this camp. Finally, the exile Ethiopian Register reported in its November 1996 issue
that Roba Dame wrote a letter of complaint to the Council of Peoples= Representatives, of which he was an elected
member, stating that he had been detained by the army in Hegere Mariam military camp from September 7 to 15, 1996.
According to the magazine, Dame claimed that he had been beaten and denied medical treatment for his injuries.59
According to Tomar newspaper of September 18, the Burji People=s Democratic Organization, of which Roba Dame
was the chairman and representative in Parliament, complained in a statement about the army=s intervention in the
internal administrative affairs of the region and alleged that its action showed that it was siding with a rival regional
political party.60
In Western Shewa, prisoners released in April 1996 told Human Rights Watch that the military camps in
Katkatto and Goro were used to detain hundreds OLF suspects in early 1996. Prisoners in both camps were reportedly
transferred to Sheno camp.
According to these testimonies, torture and beatings were routinely used in all these camps during
interrogations to extract confessions and information from OLF suspects. A former prisoner from Katkatto camp told
Human Rights Watch that prisoners were taken out at night and questioned, with their captors insisting that Ayou are
hiding machine guns.@ He did not believe they made any record of the questioning. Prisoners were not supplied with
food or medicines, which were provided by their families. Prisoners were also made to work in groups, digging latrines
and in other similar activities.61
Harassment of family members
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Human Rights Watch received reports indicating that regional security officials tended to harass the female
family members of former prisoners who had left the region, and other fugitives, attempting to pressure them into
returning to the home provinces. In June 1996, witnesses reported that some fifty women had been detained in the
police station of a village just outside of Addis Ababa. All of these women had been detained in an effort to compel
their fugitive male relatives to surrender, men that the police accused of involvement in Abanditry,@ a term authorities
commonly use to designate members of opposition armed groups.
In one case brought to our attention, the daughter of a businessman in Hegere Mariam was repeatedly detained
for short periods in 1995 and 1996 to force the surrender of her father whom authorities suspected of being an OLF
supporter. The daughter was essentially treated as a hostage. Not only was her right to liberty and freedom of movement
violated, but a local official beat her up and raped her in May 1996 after her release from detention. She had to flee the
town to Addis Ababa, where her father had already gone to escape arrest and torture.62
On November 12, 1995, two policemen and EPRDF soldiers came to the family house of Shewaye Haile, a
ninth grade student from Masha town in the southern region, and took her to the local police station. They wanted her to
provide information regarding contacts they suspected that her father, a teacher named Haile Belachew, had with
Abandits@ in the area. Because she denied any knowledge of her father=s Asecrets@ she was detained for two days. Her
wrists were tightly bound for three hours, reportedly breaking bones and causing lasting scarring; her wrists had still not
recovered over eight months later.63
The case of Shachachew Sheno, the judge who was removed from the bench by a zonal administrator in the
southern region, described earlier in this report, involved an even more brutal instance of hostage taking. His problems
with the authorities had arisen over two cases. Members of the Administrative Council of Shakcho had decided to carry
out Athe death penalty without legal procedures@ in the case of six relatives of an alleged Abandit@, Aand asked me to
cooperate.@ ASix people were in prison. And they wanted to kill them.@ The judge was told not to interfere by the
regional/zone administrator, Adinew Ayino. The second incident that led to his dismissal occurred when Adinew
Ayino, among other officials from the zonal administration by the judge=s account, allegedly took the mother and two
uncles of a Abandit,@ from the zonal jail to Gamado forest and killed them there. They had initially been arrested to force
the presumed Abandit@ to turn himself in.64
In a telling turn of events, Sheno, who directed the police to open an investigation of this incident, was himself
subjected to pressure as his close family members faced threats, arrest and physical abuse. He finally fled to Addis
Ababa, where he told Human Rights Watch that he did not dare return to his home town, even though he had left his
wife and family there.65 The officials suspected in the killings had visited his wife and told her that they wanted to arrest
Sheno because he had dared to appeal against their decision to remove him from the bench . They finally arrested
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Sheno=s wife, instead. She suffered serious injury when her hands were tightly tied together, but was released on bail
after nine days of detention.
Regional Security Agreements
Some leading opponents of the Ethiopian government living in political exile in neighboring countries have
complained that their refugee status has not protected them from harassment. In some cases, host countries have
arrested prominent opposition figures and forcibly returned them to Ethiopia. In others, international campaigns of
protest by human rights organizations and exiled political groups have reportedly saved refugees from forcible
deportation. The Ethiopian refugees in neighboring countries who were targeted for these crackdowns were either
EPRDF defectors or leading members of opposition groups, namely the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF), Ogaden
National Liberation Front (ONLF), and the Afar Revolutionary Democratic Unity Front (ARDUF). The vulnerability of
these people to such harassment brought attention to another dimension of the Ethiopian government=s strategy to
contain the above-mentioned organizations. In particular, following the 1995 elections, Ethiopia reportedly concluded
bilateral security agreements with Eritrea, Djibouti, Kenya, and Uganda, with each country promising not to harbor
opposition groups from the other country. The self-proclaimed republic of Somaliland has also returned refugees to
Ethiopia, and reportedly was rewarded for such actions by a shipment of war munitions. Besides the threat of
repatriation, prominent refugees have faced other forms of harassment by authorities of these countries, including
expulsion to third countries.
In late July 1996, authorities in Somaliland detained Mohamed Ahmad Nour, Abdullahi Qaji, and Abdalla
Heliye, three exiled members of the Central Committee of the ONLF. In October 1996, the three were returned to
Ethiopia, reportedly in exchange for ammunition. After being detained in Harar for a time, they were brought before the
High Court in Dire Dawa on charges of war incitement. The court acquitted them for lack of evidence and ordered their
release in May 1997; however, the police and the prosecutor refused to accept this verdict. Despite the court order, they
were still in detention in Harar military camp in early August 1997.66 They appointed a lawyer from Dire Dawa to
represent them, but authorities reportedly warned him not to interfere in the case.67
Djibouti detained about a dozen Ethiopian government opponents and forcibly returned them to Ethiopia in
August and September 1996. On August 17, Djibouti police arrested Girmay Moges Newaye-Mariam, picking him up
from the refugee camp where he worked as director of a school. At the time of his arrest, he was a registered refugee
with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. He had fled to Djibouti in 1991, following the defeat of the
Derg and the EPRDF=s takeover, and had credible grounds to fear for his safety under the new government, having
abandoned the TPLF in 1981.68 On August 23, Djibouti authorities arrested Muhyadin Muftah, the deputy secretary
general of ARDUF, an armed opposition group in the northeastern Afar state. He Adisappeared@ soon after that. He was
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reportedly handed over to the Ethiopian authorities who held him in secret detention. Also arrested, on September 1,
1996, were Aydrus Hussein, who formerly occupied prominent public positions in Ethiopia as a member of the Somali
regional assembly and as commissioner of Degabur town, and six other ethnic Somali businessmen. The seven were
reportedly supporters of the rebel ONLF. Amnesty International commented that the arrests appeared to Afollow a new
security agreement between the two governments,@69 and expressed concern for the safety of those arrested. Djibouti is
a party to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, which prohibits, in its Article 33, handing over
refugees to their country of origin without due process of law or guarantees for their safety on return.
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Kenya also harassed alleged opponents of the Ethiopian government. Dima Noggo, a former minister of
information in the Ethiopian government, resigned his post along with other members of the OLF in 1992, following
the disintegration of the Front=s alliance with the EPRDF. He told Human Rights Watch that shortly after the 1992
crisis Meles Zenawi, the president of the transitional government, and current prime minister, told him and other OLF
leaders to leave the country because he could no longer guarantee their safety, offering them passports.70 Those who left
the country in these circumstances were four ministers and twelve members of the OLF political leadership. Noggo
arrived in London in July 1992, and later moved to Kenya, where he obtained refugee status.71
On March 21 to 22, 1996, Kenyan police arrested Dima Noggo, who had a valid Kenyan residence visa, and
four other Oromo leaders, threatening to deport them. The other leaders were: Mekonen Galan, who was a political
prisoner for more than ten years under the Derg and who had a valid Kenyan residence visa and business licence at the
time of his arrest; Tesfaye Dinsa, a registered refugee who had been residing in Kenya for over a decade; and Hailu
Darge and Dula Bosona, both registered refugees since 1992.72 The campaign of arrests coincided with a meeting of the
sub-regional Inter-Governmental Authority on Drought and Desertification in the Kenyan capital, which the Ethiopian
premier attended. The meeting extended the mandate of the Authority from its environmental preservation and food
security concerns to regional economic cooperation and Aconflict prevention and resolution.@ The organization=s new
focus on conflict prevention prompted some observers to suggest that the Kenyan authorities wanted to please their
Ethiopian guest by deporting Oromo leaders, but that the international outcry prevented them.73 After spending some
time in detention, the Oromo leaders were allowed to travel to Europe and the United States.
The Total Number of Detainees and Access to Detention Places
It is not known how many political detainees are being held in Ethiopia. One indication of their number,
however, is contained in the 1996 annual report of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC).The
international organization said it had Avisited 6,117 persons held in 129 places of detention in connection with the
change of regime in 1991 or for reasons linked to national security, and registered 3,537 new detainees.@ These
numbers were only partial, since, in the same report, the ICRC complained that it had Aonly partial and irregular access.
. . to detainees held by the military authorities.@74
Access to political detainees is also problematic in Ethiopia, according to relatives. In its first quarterly report
for 1997, the ICRC indicated that it had been able to conduct visits to an increasing number of detention facilities,
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including prisons, police stations, kebele houses. In meetings with the diplomatic community in Addis Ababa in August
1997, Human Rights Watch learned that the authorities had permitted representatives from several Western embassies
to visit political prisoners. If this trend of increased access to political detainees by independent observors is
maintained, it will be a marked improvement over the situation of previous years.75 At the same time, the government
should respect the physical and mental integrity of detainees and give their families, doctors and lawyers regular access
to them.

V. SILENCING INDEPENDENT VOICES
Independent voices in Ethiopia have been threatened by frequent crackdowns on the private press, political and
labor movements, and nongovernmental organizations. These crackdowns reflect a central government effort to limit
criticism of its policies and to hinder the establishment of civil institutions not linked to the ruling party. In examining
the government=s efforts to repress civil society, one should be aware of the differences between the high-profile arrests
of journalists, trade union or political leaders, and other prominent figures, where decisions appear to be taken at a high
level, and the patterns of large scale arrests in more remote areas with regard to the first type of arrests, which are
concentrated in the Addis Ababa area, the numbers of detainees are not large and, even when they are not formally
charged with a crime, their arrests are defended as legitimate. The security forces often provide detailed accounts of the
detainees= involvement in criminal conspiracies, or, with journalists, of violations of the press lawCwhile the courts do
little to monitor the legality of these arrests. At the same time, the harsh restrictions on access to detainees in preindictment detention make it difficult for those accused to prepare a defense or for the public to be informed of their
plight.
In its attempts to stifle opposition groups, trade unions and nongovernmental organizations, the government has
relied upon a variety of administrative and legal actions, including the denial of registration to associations, the
deregistration of others, and the freezing of their bank accounts. Attacks against regional branches of national
associations and opposition groups have been particularly effective, forcing the targeted groups to limit their activities
to the capital. Office raids, seizures of documents, and the arrest and detention of association leaders have been used in
a number of high profile cases. The prosecution of leading activists in protracted criminal cases has had the effect of
intimidating others and of paralyzing the resilient associations. Most notably, the killing of the leader of a teachers=
association in May 1997 signaled a marked escalation in the government=s crackdown on civil associations.
The Right to Freedom of Expression
With the toppling of the Derg in May 1991, the state=s monopoly on the media was ended, as was the media=s
use as an instrument of indoctrination. The Transitional Government of Ethiopia abolished pre-publication censorship
and guaranteed freedom of the press.
The Legal Standards
Article 19 of the ICCPR protects freedom of speech and opinion, providing:
1. Everyone shall have the right to hold opinions without interference.
2. Everyone shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to seek,
receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or
in print, in the form of art, or through any
other media of his choice.
Article 19 (3) stipulates the narrow conditions under which restrictions of free expression are permissible:
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The exercise of the rights provided for in paragraph 2 of this article carries with it special
duties and responsibilities. It may therefore be subject to certain restrictions, but these shall only be
such as are provided by law and are necessary:
(a) For respect of the rights or reputations of others;
(b) For the protection of national security or of public order (ordre public), or of public health or
morals.
To be "necessary," a restraint must not simply be convenient or desirable. It must be proportional to the
protected interest, and the least burdensome restraint on the right to free expression. National security, enumerated
above, is often invoked in Ethiopia as a reason for restricting expression. For purposes of the covenant, the term
denotes a grave threat to the life of the nation, such as disclosure of military secrets in wartime, and not simply
information critical of the government, its officers or policies. Indeed, such criticism is at the core of free expression in
a democratic society.
Article 29 of the Constitution of Ethiopia guarantees the right to freedom of thought, opinion, and expression.
Article 29 (4) provides, AIn the interest of the free flow of information, ideas and opinions which are essential to the
functioning of a democratic order, the press shall, as an institution, enjoy legal protection to ensure its autonomy and
diversity.@ The constitution further guarantees in Article 29 (5) that A[a]ll media financed by, or under the control of the
State, shall be regulated in order to ensure diversity in the expression of opinion.@ Article 29 (6) stipulates that these
rights can be limited only Athrough laws which are guided by the principle that freedom of expression and information
cannot be limited on account of the content or effect of the point of view expressed. Legal limitations can be laid down
in order to protect youth, and the honor and reputation of individuals. War propaganda as well as the public expression
of opinion intended to injure human dignity shall be forbidden by law.@
The 1992 Press Act
In Article 5 of the press act, officially called the Proclamation to Provide for the Freedom of the Press,76
authorizes any person or group of persons of Ethiopian nationality to engage in any press activity. It also authorizes
foreign media outlets and international organizations and embassies present in the country to carry on those press
activities they deem necessary for the accomplishment of their missions. Sub-articles 3 and 4 of Article 8, however, put
serious constraints on press access to information that the Council of Representatives and the Council of Ministers
designate as secret or classified. Editors and publishers are held responsible for the information they publish and may
be required by court order to reveal sources of information. Editors are also required to maintain a record of names of
correspondents and authors of articles to facilitate police work.
The vague terms of the 1992 Press Proclamation facilitate the repression of critical reporting. Provisions require
press products not to carry any statements that would constitute a criminal offense against the safety of the state,
defamation or false accusations against individuals, nationality, people or organization, any criminal instigation of one
nationality against the other, and any agitation for war. Violations of these provisions are punishable by one to three
years of imprisonment and/or a fine of 10,000 to 50,000 birr (US$1,600 to $8,300). By local standards of income, these
are prohibitive amounts.
From the outset, relations between the government and the private press have been characterized by deep
mutual distrust. The government showed signs of intolerance of the critical reporting of the nascent private press as
early as 1992, and by 1993 it was engaged in a systematic clampdown, one that has continued for the last four years.
The many weaknesses of the private press have made it even more vulnerable to government attacks. Reporters lack
professional training and resources; they are unable to travel around the country to conduct first-hand reporting. As a
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result, they tend to rely mostly on unverified reports in covering regional developments, and many of them are
personally virulent in their criticism of officials and other public figures.
Government officials believe that opposition groups and former Derg officials have manipulated the private
press as part of their hidden political agenda. In the words of Mahteme Solomon, then minister of justice, Atheir papers
orchestrate a continuation of war. We have taken away the Kalashnoko[v] Russian guns from them, now they are
looking for another entry into power using the pen.@77 By mid-1996, official views had not changed by much. Speaking
of the private press, Prime Minister Meles Zenawi told reporters that he Ahad seen or heard of no improvement in the
quality of their products, which still dwell on destructive and war-inciting false propaganda.@78
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The president of the Ethiopian Free Press Journalists= Association explained in a June 1996 interview with
Human Rights Watch that reporters in the private press could not verify stories because government officials did not
invite them to press conferences, nor would they respond to reporters= questions. In August 1995, nonetheless, the
justice minister reminded all government officials of their obligation to cooperate with the press, stating that people
have the right to be informed.79 A year later, the prime minister acknowledged that cabinet members, government
officials, and public administrators continued to close their doors to journalists and promised that Aappropriate
measures@ would be taken to correct the situation.80 By mid-1997, however, these was still no sign of genuine change in
the official attitude toward the private press.
In the battle for political control, journalists have paid a heavy price. Moreover, the arrests of journalists,
editors, and publishers have been largely unrelated to any real threat of violent opposition to the government.
Journalists have frequently been detained for slander or defamation, either as a stated justification for the
detention, or as asserted in formal charges under the press law. In some cases, citizens have in fact been subjected to
abusive statements that appear both dishonest and malicious, providing some factual basis for the prosecutions. In
others, the accusations of defamation involve fair criticism of government officials, speech that is protected by Article
19 of the ICCPR and other international standards.
Journalists have also been imprisoned on accusations and sometimes charged that they have published false
information or information concerning national security matters. In both situations, the real motive for the arrests
appears to be the government=s over sensitivity to publications that contradict official government reports, that report on
issues or incidents about which the government prefers to maintain a silence, or that provide incomplete or erroneous
information concerning situations about which the government refuses to issue official reports. The refusal by both
national and regional governments to provide official information to the independent news media, a policy which
extends to the denial of access by independent reporters to government press conferences, renders the government
partially responsible for the media=s failure to reflect accurately or fully information that the government has withheld
from it.
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On numerous occasions the government has ordered the arrest of independent editors and publishers in
retaliation against their reporting and analysis of high-profile events and contentious issues. Typical of this repressive
practice were the detention campaigns that followed press coverage of the following events: the January 1993
demonstration of Addis Ababa University students; the failed assassination attempts against former Ethiopian
strongman Col. Mengistu Haile Meriam in November 1995, and against Egyptian president Husni Mubarak in June
1995; and, more generally, reporting on insecurity in outlying areas in the country. During November 1995, for
example, twelve journalists and publishers, as well as with five academics from of Addis Ababa University, including
Prof. Mesfin Wolde Mariam, the chair of the Ethiopian Human Rights Council (which was blamed for the report
carried by the journalists), were arrested. Members of this group were charged, on November 21, with violating the
Press Law in connection with press articles on the student demonstrations of 1993. They were, however, provisionally
released on bond,81 and the prosecutor general withdrew the charges against them on December 11, 1995 when their
case came to court. According to one report, the official reason provided for discontinuing the prosecution was that Athe
public had not been incited by the articles written on the Addis University demonstrations and that there were more
serious crimes which the Prosecutor General=s office had to deal with.@82
During September and October 1997, authorities arrested thirteen independent journalists from various
newspapers in Addis Ababa. No official reasons were given for the arrests. Among those arrested on October 16, were
Solomon Nemera and Tesfaye Deressa, respectively editor-in-chief and deputy editor-in-chief of the pro-Oromo weekly
Urji. The two were joined on October 27 by Garoma Bekele, another journalist with Urji, who was arrested at the
offices of the Human Rights League of which he is the secretary general. These arrests came shortly after articles were
published in Urji that questioned an official version of the killing of three men by security forces in Addis Ababa on
October 8. The government claimed the three were members of OLF and had been involved in a July attack by the OLF
on a town in the Oromia region and were killed in a shootout when security forces attempted to arrest them. The
newspaper quoted eyewitnesses who claimed the three were killed without warning as they were returning to their
homes.83
On December 3, the prosecution charged members of the board of Urji with OLF membership and said the
weekly had served as an organ for the OLF.84
One disturbing aspect of arrests under the 1992 Press Proclamation is the practice of detaining journalists when
investigations are initiated prior to a judicial examination of the case. As a consequence, journalists are routinely
detained without formal charge. Moreover, a provision of the Derg-era Penal Code, which is still in force, permits the
pretrial release of detainees only upon payment of a financial guarantee to the police, even where the detainees have not
yet been formally charged with a crime. In practice, such financial guaranteesCa form of police bail or suretyCare
crippling. Only those journalists with the personal or family resources to pay them, or those who can prevail upon
acquaintances to sign over an automobile or a house as surety in their behalf, can avoid long-term police detention.
Exacerbating the financial pressure placed on journalists by this rule, the return of these payments or pledges may be
withheld indefinitely, particularly where formal charges are delayed indefinitely or where hearings by which legal
proceedings could be concluded are indefinitely postponed. Finally, leading independent journalists may face multiple
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police investigations of their reporting, each one requiring a further payment of police bail. Pressure is exerted through
the threat of further police investigations, which may result in prolonged detention without charge or trial once an
individual=s financial resources are exhausted. At the same time, there is little confidence in the independence of the
judiciary, as courts hearing press cases have not hesitated to impose long prison sentences and enormous financial
penalties on journalists, even in prosecutions that appear to have been largely politically motivated.
Those journalists who are charged and sentenced by courts to prison terms are likely to serve more time than
that ordered by the courts. Recent examples of this abuse include those of Sissaye Negussie, a journalist with Agere,
Samson Seyum, editor-in-chief of Tequami, and Salomon Gebre-Amlak, editor-in-chief of Mogad, who, as of this
writing, were still being held in Addis Ababa Central Prison, though the prison sentences they were serving came to an
end in June 1997 for Negussie and Seyum, and in October for Gebre-Amlak.85
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Because of these factors, since 1995 Ethiopia has had more journalists in prison than any other country in subSaharan Africa. In mid-1997 six journalists were serving prison sentences for violations of the press law before the
wave of arrests in September and October added thirteen others to their number. Fourteen other journalists were on
temporary release on bail, pending the conclusion of their trials.86
Recently, the government sought to extend the application of the press law to international correspondents
resident in or visiting the country, journalists whose coverage had largely escaped censorship in the past. The ministry
of information forwarded a list of restrictive guidelines to the foreign correspondents= association in early June 1997,
requiring resident correspondents to obtain annually renewable work permits, and to respect local laws and customs. In
late June, Alice Martin, a correspondent of the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), had to leave Ethiopia after
immigration authorities refused to renew her residence permit, despite her timely renewal application. She was
informed of this thinly-disguised expulsion only three days after she assumed the presidency of the association of
foreign correspondents.
The net effect of these repressive practices has been a noticeable increase in self-censorship. In addition, the
cost of high bonds and bails has driven a number of newspapers out of business. As with trade unions, discussed below,
the government=s intimidation tactics have resulted in the attrition of a vital sector of civil society. The departure to selfimposed exile of many journalists spoke volumes about the effectiveness of the tactics employed to unseat them.
Nebiyu Eyassu, secretary of the Ethiopian Free Press Journalists= Association, obtained political asylum in the U.S. in
1995. Mulugeta Lule, deputy president of the association, opted for the same solution in November 1996; while Kefle
Mammo, the organization=s president, left the country in early 1997, apparently with no intention to return.87
The Right to Freedom of Association
International Legal Standards
Article 22 (1) of the ICCPR provides:
Everyone shall have the right to freedom of association with others, including the right to form and
join trade unions for the protection of his interests.88
The right to freedom of association covers the right to join together with others for social, cultural, economic or
political purposes, and includes association with only one other person as well as with groups and organizations, be
they casual or formal.89
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Article 22 (2) sets out the limits on the right to association: restrictions must be prescribed by law and
"necessary in a democratic society," and "in the interests of national security or public safety, public order (ordre
public), the protection of the public health or morals or the protection of the rights and freedoms of others."
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Article 22 (1) protects the right to associate in political parties, since a ban on political parties is scarcely
Anecessary in a democratic society.@Article 25 of the ICCPR provides for the right to participate in government and in
free elections, provisions which by extension allow for the right to organize political parties.90
Article 22 (1) specifically protects the right to form and join trade unions, as do several International Labor
Organization conventions to which Ethiopia is a party.
Article 31 of the Ethiopian constitution provides:
Every person has the right to freedom of association for any cause or purpose. Associations which
undertake acts that lawlessly subvert the rule of law and constitutional rule are prohibited.
Political Opposition Parties
A political party founded in 1992 by members of the traditional Amhara elite, the All Amhara People=s
Organization (AAPO) was formed after a number of incidents in which local Amhara elites, in areas in which they were
a prominent minority, were attacked by members of the ethnic majority. At present, although AAPO continues to
maintain offices in Addis Ababa, its leader, Prof. Asrat Woldeyes, is serving a five-year prior sentence. AAPO=s first
vice-president, Kengazmach Nekatebeb Bekele, provided representatives of Human Rights Watch, during a June 1996
meeting, a list of thirty-six of AAPO=s regional offices of the party closed down by government agents according to
AAPO. The list also contained the names of eleven AAPO members who were imprisoned for political reasons; seven
prominent members whose whereabouts were unknown, and five Aassassinated@ members. It also described numerous
incidents in which AAPO records were confiscated from offices sealed by government officials or from the residences
of arrested members of the organization.91 Human Rights Watch was not able to verify these claims.
Human Rights Watch interviewed Semish Alem Sashe, a twenty-three-year-old mother of two children whose
husband had been head of AAPO=s branch office in Dire Dawa and chairman of the party there until EPRDF soldiers
arrested him in July 1992. She said that she had failed to locate him after his arrest, despite repeated appeals to
government officials. She and AAPO presumed since June 1994 that he had been killed in custody.
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Prof. Asrat Woldeyes has been serving consecutive two- and three-year sentences since June 1994, for,
respectively, conspiracy to incite rebellion, and instigating armed rebellion. A third case, in which Professor Woldeyes
and thirty-one others were charged with inciting armed uprising, is still pending as of this writing. Three other members
of AAPO=s central committee figured among the defendants: Ali Idris, Wondayehu Kassa, and Girma Inquselassie.
Human Rights Watch was not able to verify these charges but other circumstances support AAPO=s characterization of
the charges as unsubstantiated. Negatu Tesfaye, the Professor Woldeyes defense counsel, told Human Rights Watch
that there was no direct evidence against the four AAPO members in the witness statement and documentary evidence
filed by the prosecutor, which consisted of letters written to the president of AAPO and reports addressed to the All
Ethiopian Patriotic Movement and other unnamed organizations.92 Nevertheless, twenty-four of the defendants are
being held in detention for the duration of the trial. Furthermore, hearings of Prof. Woldeyes= appeal to the Court of
Cassation to reverse his first conviction were adjourned so many times that he finally served the entire two-year prison
sentence handed down in that case. An appeal for the reversal of his second conviction has received a similar treatment.
In June 1997, Professor Wodeyes, who is sixty-seven years old, started his fourth year in prison.
Trade Unions
Despite clear legal provisions protecting workers= rights to form and join unions and to engage in collective
bargaining,93 the government retaliated against at the Ethiopian Teachers= Association (ETA) and the Confederation of
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Ethiopian Trade Unions (CETU), the largest and best established unions in the country, when they undertook initiatives
to protect the interests of their members. An estimated 250,000 workers belong to unions, mostly in urban areas, and
particularly in Addis Ababa.
Ethiopian Teachers= Association (ETA)
The Ethiopian Teachers= Association celebrated its forty-seventh anniversary in March 1996. It is one of the
oldest and most established associations in the country, boasting a membership of 120,000 teachers.94 Nonetheless,
since the beginning of the transition period, its relations with the government have been tense.

judges and prosecutors. A further limitation of the right of association is that workers providing Aessential services@ cannot strike.
The government adopted a very broad definition of essential services, to include public transport, city cleansing and sanitation,
power generation plants, water supplies, police and fire services, post and telecommunications, banks, and pharmacies.
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The association opposes certain aspects of the government=s educational policy. Notably, it is against the policy
of teaching in the dominant local languages within Ethiopia=s various ethnically-defined states, beyond the primary
level, and advocates instead teaching in all vernacular languages during basic education to accommodate minority
ethnic groups within each region. ETA has also opposed government directives that have transferred teachers to their
place of ethnic origin.95 Some observers charge that ETA=s difficulties stem from what they describe as its resistance to
government policies that allegedly fragment pan-Ethiopian institutions along ethnic lines.96 What reportedly most upset
the authorities was a memorandum that ETA submitted to the Transitional Government of Ethiopia in July 1992. The
memorandum demanded that teachers receive improved salaries, benefits, and training packages. It called for the moral
recognition of their contributions to society and pressed for teachers to have a hand in shaping educational policies and
decisions that affect them. The memorandum hinted, in a final concluding remark, to a state of Aethnic, tribal and
religious conflict@ that led to many victims in the ranks of ETA=s membership, and threatened a strike if the government
failed to address the grievances of its members.97
Two ETA board members told Human Rights Watch that, in response to the memorandum, the government
blocked ETA=s bank account and declined to re-register the association when the ETA board submitted the required
forms and documentation during the transitional period. Instead, they said, in March 1993 the government registered a
group loyal to the ruling party, under the same name as ETA, and gave it official recognition as well as logistical and
budgetary support.98 They also said that the government asked teachers to organize along ethnic lines, but that they
resisted this move. Furthermore, teachers who actively participated in ETA=s activities were signaled out for transfers
to remote areas. Some were detained and some were persistently harassed to the extent that they had to flee, leaving
their families and work behind.
Assefa Maru, a member of the executive committees of both the Ethiopian Teachers= Association (ETA) and
Ethiopian Human Rights Council (EHRCO), was shot and killed by police in the morning of May 8, 1997. The federal
police said that the incident occurred when police apprehended members of a violent clandestine violent organization,
the Ethiopian Patriotic Front. The police named Assefa Maru as the leader of the group, asserting that he Awas shot
dead when he refused to surrender after being found plotting with accomplices to mount terrorist acts.@99
Contradicting the official story, three eye witnesses interviewed by Human Rights Watch in July 1997 said that
Maru was gunned down at around 8:20 a.m. while he was on his way to his office at ETA=s headquarters.100 At the time
of the killing, all three eyewitnesses were in the street, drinking their morning tea and waiting for their work shift to
start. They knew Assefa Maru, they said, because they saw him each morning around the same time in that stretch of
the street on his way to work. Rather than a confrontation with an armed group, their description revealed a drive-by
assassination that involved at least three police teams and an ambulance. The teams reportedly acted in rapid and
coordinated succession. According to eyewitnesses:
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A police vehicle, a Toyota pickup, with two uniformed policemen in the front seats, including the driver, and
six in the back, blocked the sidewalk along which the victim was walking, cornering him against a stone wall.
Nobody got out of the vehicle. Maru stopped with his back against the wall and didn=t call for help or try to
escape. Another police vehicle, reportedly an Opel sedan, which had been slowly following him at a distance,
arrived at the scene moments later. Four uniformed and armed policemen were in it. A sharpshooter sitting in
the back seat of the car took at least two shots at Maru, after which the car sped away without stopping. Maru
was hit in the head and chest; he fell face down, and bled extensively on the sidewalk. (Photographs obtained
by Human Rights Watch of the victim=s body which were taken at the morgue are consistent with this account.)
Several policemen got out of the first vehicle, searched Maru=s pockets, and took away his identification papers
and his briefcase. During their search, they did not seem interested in seeing whether he was dead or alive.
Four additional policemen arrived at the scene moments after the shooting on a Land Rover. Agents from the
two police teams closed off the narrow street on which the shooting took place, and kept bystanders at bay.
Hardly fifteen minutes after the shooting, a police ambulance arrived at the scene. Four policemen picked up
the victim=s body and left. After the body was removed, the two remaining policemen mounted their vehicles
and drove away, not before attempting to throw some dust on the big pool of blood left on the sidewalk where
the victim fell. 101
Eyewitnesses= reports do not clarify whether Maru died instantly. Photographs taken at the morgue, while the
body was still on a cement floor show it surrounded by a large pool of blood.
Relatives and colleagues of Assefa Maru received phone messages, reportedly from the police, telling them to
collect his remains from the morgue, as he had died in a car accident. EHRCO officials, who received one such call,
rushed to the hospital and discovered that Maru had been shot in the head and chest, and that his entire face and the left
side of his shirt were covered with blood.102 Assefa Maru=s widow first learned of the killing in the afternoon when the
police arrived to search the house. The search team took some papers related to her husband=s work with the Ethiopian
Human Rights Council. Police later returned to her a valuable wrist watch and a gold ring that Maru had been wearing
at the time of his death, but they never returned his briefcase.103
Despite the presence of at least a dozen eyewitnesses to the shooting who contradicted the official version of
events, the police and high-level Ethiopian authorities have held fast to their story. Because of the conflicting versions
of events, the British embassy, unsuccessfully, pressed for an independent investigation of the incident, and the role of
the police in it. The British government was particularly troubled by the reported use in the killing of vehicles it had
supplied to the police under an international assistance program aimed at modernizing the police. Furthermore,
Ethiopian authorities refused to renew the residence permit of a correspondent for the British Broadcasting Corporation
in Addis Ababa. The correspondent was in town at the time of the killing, and had angered officials by reporting both
versions of events, the official and that of eyewitnesses. As a result of this crisis, diplomatic relations between the two
governments plunged to a historic low, as Britain declined to renew the funding agreement.
In their initial statement to the press, the police claimed that at the moment of the killing six of Assefa Maru=s
accomplicesCthree demobilized soldiers of the former army and three civiliansCwere caught while preparing a terrorist
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act. Family members of two of the alleged accomplices, however, told Human Rights Watch that their relatives had
already been in police custody for some time prior to the killing.104
The police statement asserted that Maru had assumed the leadership of the clandestine insurgent group after the
arrest of its original leadership, a thinly veiled reference to Dr. Taye Wolde Semayet having been arrested, ETA=s
president. At the time of Assefa Maru=s killing, Dr. Taye had been in detention since May 30, 1996. He was arrested on
charges of leading the Ethiopian National Patriots Front, a clandestine group whose name differed slightly from the one
that the police had accused Assefa Maru of heading, the Ethiopian Patriots Front. Dr. Taye=s arrest was preceded by
raids on ETA=s office, and the harassment of ETA officials and members found there. Again, within hours of the Maru
shooting, police searched the association=s office and the deceased=s home. Occurring almost a year apart, the
president=s arrest and the killing of an executive committee member appeared to indicate a serious escalation in the
state=s attempts to shut down ETA and silence its members. Indeed, in interviews with Human Rights Watch in Addis
Ababa in June 1996 and 1997, members and officials of the association described different forms of harassment and
intimidation tactics aimed at weakening the association and eliminating its leadership.
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In a letter to the prime minister dated March 23, 1996, ETA officials reported that a few days previously
government security forces had ransacked and sealed off the organization=s head office in Addis Ababa.105 ETA
officials claimed that during the search security agents had harassed every individual found in the premises and had
arrested Abate Angore, an ETA executive committee member who had argued with officials, insisting that they produce
a court order before proceeding with the search. According to the letter, Angore received a Ahard blow@ and was later
detained in the Criminal Investigation Bureau. The letter went on to say that agents broke into the office of ETA=s
president, Dr. Taye Wolde Semayat, who at the time was on a business trip to Europe, seizing personal notebooks and
documents. Security forces also broke into Wolde=s house, and into his elderly father=s house in Nazareth, and took
away items he kept there. ETA=s secretary, Gemoraw Kassa, urged the prime minister to order the release of the
detained ETA member, the return of confiscated ETA possessions, and called for the government to abide by the rule of
law in its dealings with ETA.106
Taye Wolde Semayat was arrested at Addis Ababa airport upon his return from his trip abroad on May 30,
1996. In August, he was charged with illegal anti-government activities and of heading a clandestine organization,
together with five other individuals. The organization was described as the Ethiopian National Patriot Front, the aim of
which, the prosecution said, was to assassinate government officials and foreigners.107 The court denied the defendants=
request for release on bail because of the seriousness of the charges against them. In preliminary hearings held on
October 14, 1996, five of the defendants, including ETA=s president, did not file any preliminary objection to the
charges, reportedly to avoid prolonging the trial and hence their period in pretrial detention.108 Dr. Taye complained to
the court in that session that prison guards had interrogated him and subjected him to insults and threats. This abuse
occurred, he said, whenever a story about him appeared in the independent press, even though the police investigation
of him had been completed. The court ordered an investigation of the incidents. It also ordered prison authorities, in
response to defense counsel complaints, to refrain from denying lawyers access to their clients.109 By February 1997,
the court had dismissed most of the charges against him, but he remained in detention as of this writing, pending his
trial on charges of leading a clandestine violent group.
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Human Rights Watch interviewed a group of teachers whose professional careers and family lives were directly
affected by the difficult relations between the government and their association. Tenna Sirabiza, the former regional
secretary of ETA in North Omo district, has been an ETA member for fifteen years of a twenty-year career. The North
Omo district committee was elected to office in January 1993 by members of the local ETA branch.110 He said that the
local administrator had asked the branch association to disavow the memorandum that ETA had submitted to the
government in July 1992 and to say that it was politically motivated. Instead, the branch responded that the points the
memorandum raised were real teachers= concerns. Local members also objected that insistence on raising the issue with
teachers locally amounted to interference in ETA=s internal affairs.
Following persistent harassment, Sirabiza had to leave the area with the other elected members of ETA, while
his family remained behind. He went to the regional capital with an ETA delegation to appeal his case. He was told to
go to his ancestral land in Oromia if he wanted a teaching job. He had served in the Omo region for twelve years and
had married there, but under the circumstances he accepted a job in Debre Zeid. His problems did not end there,
however. He was dismissed from this second job and told to leave the town, because he continued to maintain relations
with ETA colleagues. When he returned to Debra Zeid in December 1995 on family business, he was attacked by three
men who asked him why he was roaming around the town after he had been transferred three months earlier. They
started throwing rocks at him and stabbing him. In a frantic attempt to escape, he jumped into a steep gorge. Apparently
assuming that he must have died upon hitting the rocky bottom, his attackers left the scene. Sirabiza stayed unconscious
for hours, creeping back to the road when he recovered. Other teachers took him to ETA, which sent him to a hospital.
He didn=t return to Debra Zeid after that. ETA said it complained about this incident to the prime minister=s office, but
received no response. Complaints were also made to EHRCO, to the ICRC, and to the ILO.
Berhane Yusuf (not his real name) has been a teacher for almost three decades. He was elected as the regional
finance officer of ETA in Desse, in the Wollo Southern Zone in Amhara State. After some time the regional council
wrote him to request that he transfer ETA documents and other materials to the rival teachers= association appointed by
government officials. When he refused to hand over the records and property in his case, members of the other
association broke into and entered the office without a court order. Yusuf said he reported the incident to the regional
council, to the police, and to the court, but received no response. He raised the issue with the Amhara State authorities
in Bahr Dar in 1994, and complained to the government=s Workers= Office about the letter he received. They gave him a
statement addressed to the Southern Zone Council that stated that it was illegal to dismiss a government employee
because of his union activities. The Council refused to follow this directive.
Yusuf moved to Addis and stayed there, unemployed. He survived on a small stipend from ETA. Other ETA
officers were forced to provide ETA documents to the rival government-appointed group. They did not refuse to do so.
They remained behind for some time, after which they were transferred to rural areas. The president of the local ETA
branch resigned both his office in the association and the teaching profession.
A second teacher we interviewed also declined to hand over ETA=s materials to the rival association. This led to
the suspension of his salary. He was once detained for nine days in the police station and then released. He came to
Addis Ababa in 1994 and has stayed there since.111 A third, a fifty-year-old teacher and elected ETA official, said that
he had left his family of four children behind in Desse, where he feared arrest if he returned. Instead, he refused to hand
over the records because he was an elected official. He took the matter to court. The trial court ordered him to hand the
records over, but the appellate court decided in ETA=s favor.
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Finally, a former official who was elected to ETA=s Addis Ababa branch committee in 1993 briefed us on the
harassment that three members of his committee suffered because they remained loyal to ETA. The first received
alarming threats from government agents who had taken him to a private hotel and accused him of being a member of
the OLF. He felt that his life and his family were at risk and asked to be relieved of his union duties. Another was
transferred to a regional office and not given an assignment. When he showed signs of frustration at not being involved
in teaching, he heard comments such as Awhy don=t you listen to us? If you do, you will be sent back to your school.@ He
was finally transferred, after being demoted from high school to junior school teacher, to another school.
In mid-1997, ETA received reports of the arrest and detention of some seventy teachers in the Southern
People=s Region, allegedly for their insistence on forming an ETA chapter.112
Confederation of Ethiopian Trade Unions (CETU)
On April 18, 1997, Ibrahim Dawey, the charismatic former leader of the Confederation of Ethiopian Trade
Unions (CETU), together with two other union leaders, left the country for exile abroad. He claimed that he had been
reliably warned of the government=s impending plan to arrest him on trumped up charges. He fled Ethiopia scarcely a
week before CETU restructured itself to allow the election of new leadership. The government found the new
arrangements sufficiently acceptable for it to recognize the confederation, after having refused to recognize the prior
CETU leadership, and having engaged in administrative and legal attacks against it. At the worst point of the conflict,
CETU offices were raided, and its meetings were disrupted by police. Union activists at the factory level were
reportedly harassed or dismissed from their work for supporting leadership that was unpalatable to the government.
The confrontation began in October 1994 when CETU=s chairman publicly criticized the negative impact of the
government=s structural adjustment program on public sector workers, who continued to constitute the overwhelming
majority of the country=s unionized workers. Destabilizing tactics continued to be used in 1996 and 1997 in the period
leading to the election of the leadership for a Anormalized@ CETU against the two federations, out of nine, which
remained loyal to previous leadership. For example, in the Federation of Commerce, Technique, and Printing Industry,
a new leadership composed entirely of EPRDF loyalists called in the police on November 4, 1996, to eject the previous
team from the union=s premises. The last federation to remain loyal to the original CETU was the Banking and
Insurance Trade Unions= Federation. Its largest and influential union of the Commercial Bank of Ethiopia became the
target of similar attacks, including the freezing of its bank account in April 1997, and the obstruction of its meetings.
The obstructions were meant to coerce its leadership into joining the new CETU after its Anormalization,@ and appeared
to have achieved that goal by August.
Nongovernmental Organizations
Human Rights Watch believes that the current restrictions on nongovernmental organizations are part of a
progressive closing of democratic space to nongovernmental associations. The first phase involved obstacles to the
organization or operations of political parties and associations, and of those trade unions not dominated by the ruling
party. Subsequently new controls were imposed even upon humanitarian organizations, with a view to closing those not
subordinated to government agencies and government-sponsored programs.
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Restrictions on the nongovernmental organization movement have their legal basis in an outdated legal
framework. The Ethiopian legal system does not recognize private, voluntary nonprofit organizations, commonly referred to as
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), as a distinct legal entity. The legal practice has been to assimilate NGOs to civil associations
as defined in the 1960 civil code of Ethiopia, and to regulate them accordingly.113
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The NGO movement in Ethiopia has evolved in directions that have further strained this legal framework.
Initially, NGOs were registered with the Ministry of Interior in accordance with the provisions of the 1960 civil code
and the 1966 associations= registration regulations.114 Following the 1984 famine, the Derg government had to
accommodate an influx of NGOs. It did so without giving them a clear legal status. The 1960 law and 1966 regulations
were completely abandoned during this period. NGOs had to enter into agreements with the Relief and Rehabilitation
Commission (RRC) that could be revoked on a month=s notice.
Following the change in government, the question of NGO registration and legal status became even more
ticklish. Until that time, NGOs were working mostly in the areas of relief and development. After 1991, a new type of
NGO emerged, focusing on democratization, civic education, human rights education and human rights monitoring.
The NGO activists who founded this movement had difficulties registering with the Ministry of Interior. They were told
that they needed to register with the RRC. Once these NGOs entered into agreements with the RRC, they received
notice that they were registered. Some were, however, denied registration from the onset on the ground that they had
Apolitical@ goals. In a move to further restrict the operation of nongovernmental organizations with human rights and
civic education programs, the government wrote to some donor agencies telling them not to enter into any formal or
informal relationships with local agencies that were not registered with the government.
Thus, unlike the closure of Oromo Relief Association (see below), government moves to close down or
severely restrict other nongovernmental relief or development organizations have no alleged national security rationale.
Rather, they appear to reflect measures to suppress even those largely indigenous organizations whose programs are
deemed to have the potential to challenge the political dominance of the ruling party and related government programs.
To this end, the legislation dating from Haile Selassie=s imperial government to regulate civil associations has been
cited in denying registration and legal recognition to those associations that are not wholly supportive of or creatures of
government and the ruling parties. That this legislation was part of the body of internal security provisions enacted by
the imperial government as a means to vet and regulate those seeking to exercise the freedom of association on political
grounds is germane to the current situation.
In addition to controls on foreign funding for private organizations, these norms are applied in a manner that
arbitrarily labels many organizations as Apolitical@ in nature, and therefore falling outside the scope of the associations
law. The former minister of justice, for example, characterized the Ethiopian Human Rights Council (EHRCO) as a
Apolitical@ organization, which was technically operating in breach of the law. To be within the law, he said, the
EHRCO would have to register under the political parties law. It was made clear to Human Rights Watch that the
organization was merely tolerated for the time being. In fact, Article 18 of the 1966 regulations on associations provides
the ministry responsible for its implementation with clear discretionary powers to exempt any organization from the
rigid requirements imposed as the norm.
The moves to close or restrict the operation of domestic nongovernmental organizations in the relief and
development sphere have been attributed to the TPLF/EPLF=s own experience with foreign relief agencies during the
long war with the Derg. Access to relief and development assistance had, in fact, been a major factor in the rebel
armies= survival and that of the population from which they drew support. At the same time, the political significance
of development assistance was seen to reflect the political standing of those delivering the aid--whether government
agencies or private. To this was added a philosophical position by which international donors were expected only to
provide the wherewithal of aid, in funds, food and materials, but not to become operational; the latter function, by this
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view, was to be performed by nationals (a principle largely accepted by the international agencies), and through
government agencies (a principle rejected by many agencies that seek exclusively to channel assistance through
independent local nongovernmental agencies). The subtext of the discussions concerning the delivery of humanitarian
and development aid was largely political: to whom would the political credit for assistance attach?
The Case of the Oromo Relief Association (ORA)
The dismantling of the Oromo Relief Association (ORA) with the closure of its offices, confiscation of its
equipment and supplies, and the arrest without charge of many of its staff was generally attributed to a high-level
suspicion that ORA was in some manner providing support for the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF). To international
donors, ORA was a responsible partner which provided development assistance at the grassroots in a wide range of
projects in the west and northeast of Oromia Region. In Dire Dawa, in the northwest, ORA=s subregional headquarters
was in the area of U.N. offices known as the international village. One of ORA=s projects there was to build grain
stores.
The closure proceeded in stages. ORA was one of three major domestic nongovernmental development
agencies that had functioned in contested areas as relief arms of ethnically-based liberation movements during the Derg
period. It was registered in August 1991 with the new government. Under the terms of a three-year agreement with the
government=s Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC) it was authorized to import food and materials for its relief
and development programs free of customs duty. Its initial areas of operation were in the west, in areas bordering
Sudan; it subsequently developed programs in Dire Dawa, Bale, Ambo, and Dembi Dolo.
After the OLF withdrawal from the transitional government in June 1992, ORA=s operations in the west were
closed. The regional government confiscated its vehicles, including road graders and trucks, and took over its clinics.
During the closure of its offices, several staff members were detained as explained elsewhere in this report. According
to a former ORA official, staff members throughout the region were harassed. Stopped in the street, they would be told
AI know you.@ AYou are doing OLF work.@115
ORA negotiated with the RRC following the June 1992 crackdown, and in September 1992 was authorized to
resume operations, but only in the east and south of Oromia. Arrests without warrant and temporary office closures
continued, however. In 1993 the ORA office in Dire Dawa was closed for three days; fifteen staff were imprisoned
without charge. Two of the staff were retained in custody without charge for eight months: for most of this period they
were held at the former army camp at Hurso where thousands of suspected OLF militants were also held.
In 1995 the director of ORA, Addissu Beyene, was called into the offices of the Regional Council of Oromia,
the Addis Ababa-based government of the newly defined Oromia region, which covers an area to the north and south of
the capital and in an enormous arc from what was Welega department in the far west to Bale and Dire Dawa in the east.
The Oromia regional officials accused ORA of Areplacing OLF activities.@ At that time, ORA had offices running rural
projects in Chanka and Negele, to the west of Addis, and Dire Dawa. A reforestation and dairy project in the Chanka
area, run by the nongovernmental organization Irish Concern, had been turned over to ORA in 1993 with basic funding.
In July 1995 the Oromia regional council ordered ORA to close its offices in Negele, Chanka and Dire Dawa, and to
restrict its operations to the central part of the region. It addressed the agency then responsible for authorizing
development work, the RRC, to this end, arguing that ORA was too small, and did not have the capacity to work
throughout Oromia.
ORA representatives challenged the state=s government to produce proof of their organization=s alleged support
of the OLF. They rejected the oral instructions to close down the offices and asked instead for written documentation of
the decision. They wrote a letter of complaint to the regional office of the RRC in which ORA said that it was operating
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in areas under total government control. All their activities and movements were carried out after obtaining government
consent. They could not call a meeting without the consent and presence of the government. The government wrote a
letter dated August 10, 1995 that instructed ORA to relocate from the regions designated by the Oromia state because it
did not have the capacity to cover the needs of the population. The government would take over activities to cover these
needs. ORA said that the government move had in fact two motivations. Firstly it did not want ORA to reap the
political credit of its humanitarian activities. Secondly it did not want witnesses to be present in the areas affected by
civil strife.
In October 30, ORA received a letter from the president of Oromia, Kuma Demeska which decreed that as of
October 30, ORA was not allowed to operate in Oromia.116 The letter stated that the reason for this decision was that
government agents who went to close down ORA=s office in Chenka found firearms in the office. ORA stated that the
arms in question were licenced and registered with the government in the name of the office guards. This had been the
case since the office was run by the international charity Concern, which passed it over to ORA.
On November 17 the central RRC notified ORA that it was suspending its general agreement with it due to the
cessation of its project activities. On November 21, the RRC wrote to the bank, suspending all the accounts of ORA.
The head office of ORA in Addis Ababa was closed down on February 29, 1996.117 ORA was led to lay off 160 staff
members and was unable to pay their benefits and compensation because of the freezing of its accounts.118
Officials who closed ORA=s head office included a representative of Region 14,119 the capital, accompanied by
five armed policemen, with other armed security agents standing nearby. Although they failed to show a court order
authorizing the closure, the officials sealed the office with an official stamp, locking inside the briefcases and other
personal property of workers and all equipment, vehicles, drugs, and supplies found on the premises. Two weeks after
the closure, officials broke into the office and took two light vehicles reportedly for the use of the regional RRC in
Oromia.
The Board of Directors of ORA took Region 14 to court for the closure of the office without a court order and
the confiscation of property. The first hearing took place on April 10, 1996. Advocates representing region 14 argued
that the region acted upon the order of the RRC to close down ORA=s office and to hand over its property to the
regional RRC office. Accordingly, they asked that the RRC answer to the charges. In hearings held in October 1996,
the court decided that Region 14 should continue to stand before it, not the RRC, and ruled that the impounding of
ORA=s property was illegal and should be ended. In February 1997 ORA appealed to the same court again to enforce
the ruling, in the face of Region 14's refusal to return its vehicles, offices, and other property. Surprisingly, the court
ruled against ORA, stating that A[t]he judgement passed on October 24, 1996 was only about the removal of the
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impoundment; we (the judges) did not order the handover of the properties. Therefore, we have rejected your (ORA=s)
appeal for the handover of the properties.@120 ORA then appealed to the Supreme Court to reexamine the judgment. The
merits of the appeal, which was presented to the court in July 25, 1997, was to be examined in a November 20, 1997
session. Human Rights Watch was not able to monitor the outcome of this proceeding.
Human Rights and Democracy and Governance Organizations

120

"Situation Update - ORA,@ an ORA document, July, 1997.

Human Rights Watch/Africa

58

December 1997, Vol. 9, No. 8 (A)

The Ethiopian Human Rights Council (EHRCO), until recently the only local human rights group which has
defined a monitoring mandate for itself, has been consistently denied registration as an NGO since it first applied in
1991. Its appeal against this decision, and the freezing of its bank account, first brought to court in May 1995, was
adjourned twice in 1995 and 1996. The October 1996 session adjourned the consideration of the appeal to July 1997; at
which time the court decided to adjourn to May 1998.121
The government occasionally engaged in publicly denouncing EHRCO as a political group, and, at least
publicly, ignored its reports and appeals. The government has not, however, defined what it means by Apolitical.@ It did not
specifically contend that, in terms of Ethiopia's constitution, EHRCO and other groups the government qualify as political Alawlessly
subvert the rule of law and constitutional rule." That a group is "political" is not a ground in Ethiopian law for refusing to register
it. Indeed, under international standards, the protection of Apolitical@ associations is an expressly necessary element of a democratic
society.
The Ethiopian Human Rights League was established among the Oromo community in Addis Ababa in December 1996. Its objectives
are to raise public awareness about human rights, investigate and report on human rights violations, and provide legal aid to victims. It
applied for registration upon its establishment, submitting the required forms, articles of association, and annual plans of activity to
the ministry of justice for that purpose. By November 1997, it still had not been granted the legal status it applied for. Nevertheless,
it rented an office and hired a full-time investigator, Garoma Bekele, who is also a journalist with the Oromo newspaper Urji.
The Human Rights League was about to launch its public activities by holding a workshop on human rights standards in Addis
Ababa in early November when the government arrested its secretary and seven of its founders and board members. The arrests occurred
during a crackdown on alleged supporters of the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) which led to the arrests of dozens, among them a
number of prominent Oromo elders known for their involvement in the promotion of welfare, cultural, and human rights activities
benefiting their community. Garoma Bekele was arrested on October 27, together with two other journalists of Urji.122 The other
detained league leaders included:
-

Tilahun Hirpassa
Hussein Abdi
Beyene Abdi, 72
Beyene Belissa, 50
Gabissa Lemessa, 55
Addisu Beyene, executive director of ORA

On November 24 the detainees were taken to court and remanded in custody but they had not been charged. Because the police
had denied them access to their families, lawyers and doctors in the weeks preceding their court appearance, the judge ordered that
they should be allowed that access. Police had even denied a walking stick to the elderly Beyene Belissa. Eyewitnesses reported that
the police dragged him into court: the police reportedly took away his artificial leg and walking stick when they took him into
custody.
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On December 3 a statement from the Ethiopian Prosecution Office said that thirty-one alleged OLF members and supporters
were charged with terrorism and involvement in a series of bombings that took place in April 1997 in the capital and the east of the
country. The statement said they were also charged Awith arms stockpiling, destroying property as well as killings.@123 If found guilty,
the defendants could receive sentences from five years in jail to the death penalty.
The detained Oromo elders, who were charged as part of the thirty-one, were also supporters of other associations, including
the ORA and the Mecha Tulema Association, founded in the 1960s, which is an officially-recognized Oromo welfare association. Some are
board members of Urji newspaper.
The monitoring group Oromo Ex-Prisoners for Human Rights continued to operate clandestinely as it had done since it was
founded by a group of former political prisoners under the Derg in August 1992. Established in 1995, the Ogaden Human Rights
Committee was similarly forced into clandestinity when authorities in Gode, Somali Region, raided its office in June
1996 and confiscated documents and office equipment.
With regards to international human rights organizations, Prime Minister Meles Zenawi responded in a press
interview to the charge made by Human Rights Watch in 1996 that at least 1,700 Derg-era suspects were held in
Ethiopia without charge or trial by attacking his government=s critics: Athese so-called human rights organizations
concoct reports which are not based on the reality on the ground. They also try to lecture us on human rights. They may
continue writing what they please, but let them know we have dismissed them right from the onset.@124 In a response to
a followup question by his interviewer, the prime minister admitted, however, that there were Ahuman rights
shortcomings in Ethiopia, but a satisfactory solution cannot be found without building a police and judicial
capacities.@125
The Ethiopian government=s response to international monitoring groups varied, from the summary dismissal of
the work of human rights organizations on the grounds that they were either partisan or ill-informed, to the selective
granting of access in other cases. The Ethiopian government permitted the fielding in 1996 and 1997 of two missions
by Human Rights Watch, and granted our researchers access to high-ranking officials. It did not interfere with the
private meetings they sought and held with individuals, NGOs and victims of abuses. It similarly provided an open door
to researchers of Human Rights Watch=s Arms Project who were looking into arms flows in the Horn of Africa. Other
international human rights organizations who visited the country during the same period included Reporters Without
Borders, the Committee to Protect Journalists, and the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights. The government
continued to prevent the country researcher of Amnesty International from entering the country. A consultant for the
organization was, however, permitted in the country to observe the Derg trials, in June 1996.
The Right of Peaceful Assembly
Legal Standards
Article 21 of the ICCPR states:
The right of peaceful assembly shall be recognized. No restrictions may be placed on the exercise of
this right other than those imposed in conformity with the law and which are necessary in a democratic
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society, in the interest of national security or public safety, public order (ordre public), the protection
of public health or morals or the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.
The Constitution of Ethiopia guarantees the right of peaceful assembly in its Article 30 which states:
1. Every person has the right to assemble and to demonstrate together with others peaceably and unarmed, and to
petition. Reasonable procedures may be prescribed in the interest of public convenience relating to the location of
open-air meetings and the route of movement of demonstrators or, when such a meeting or a demonstration is in
progress, for the protection of public morality and peace, and democratic right.
The AProclamation to Establish the Procedure for Peaceful Demonstration and Public Political Meeting@
regulates the right of any individual, group, or organization to organize and participate in a peaceful assembly and
political meeting.126 The proclamation requires, in Article 4.1, that the organizer of a peaceful demonstration or political
meeting submits written notice to local authorities forty-eight hours in advance. The notice should specify the objective
of the demonstration or meeting; its place, date, and hour; estimates of the number of expected participants; the
required assistance from authorities for maintaining law and order; and the full name, address, and signature(s) of the
organizer(s) (Article 5.1). Article 6.1 empowers the concerned official to notify the organizer of the need of holding the
event in a different place or time if this was deemed necessary for maintaining law and order.
The government, however, introduced a de facto permit system by virtue of which demonstrations were
considered illegal, notwithstanding organizers= compliance with notification procedures, unless organizers had received
express prior authorization. But, although the law required a prompt government response to the notification of
planned events, there was sometimes no response whatsoever. The government thus gave itself the discretionary power
to disperse such events and arrest those who participated in them.
The streets of the capital Addis Ababa frequently witnessed more or less large demonstrations which were officially
authorized. These were allowed to proceed in an orderly manner, and, in many cases, officials received marchers= petitions and
responded to them with statements on the government=s policy on the matter of their grievance. A number of unauthorized peaceful
demonstrations were however violently dispersed, and some participants were arrested. The government=s retaliation also involved
pressuring participants in unauthorized events into petitioning to be pardoned as a condition for their release or the suspension of
other punitive measures.
These mixed government responses to citizens exercising their freedom of assembly were only apparently contradictory. The
government=s reaction to the waves of popular protests touched off by two economic policy decisions, the increase of rents on
state-owned properties in the capital Addis Ababa, and the redistribution of agricultural lands in the northern Amhara region,
exemplified the limits on free assembly. The decisive element which seemed to have invited negative government reactions was the threat
of a creeping strike in one case and the potential of the revival of the student movement in the other. As detailed above, the threat
of strikes by the two leading trade unions in the country was sufficient to trigger sweeping government repressive measures against
both unions. On the other hand, since the violent dispersal of a student demonstration in 1993 that left at least one student dead, the
government had succeeded in restricting the students= rights of association and assembly on the Addis Ababa University campus, and
appeared undisposed to allow the revival of a militant student movement there. In other words, authorities appeared to exercise a
discretionary power without basis in law to suspend the liberty of peaceful assembly and other liberties when they deemed citizens=
actions to have gone beyond a certain limit.
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Two huge demonstrations by low-income traders adversely affected by the rent increases proceeded peacefully on September
3, and October 3, 1996, the former demonstration attracting an estimated 200,000 chanting and banner-waving marchers to the streets,
while some 70,000 demonstrators took part in the latter protest.127 Up to 20,000 shopkeepers were affected by the increase, decreed
in September 1996.128
On May 17, 1997, a number of small traders and shopkeepers staged a demonstration to complain, for the third time in eight
months, against the rent increases. While local authorities had authorized the demonstration, they said they were not informed of nor did
they authorize a decision by the aggrieved traders to close their shops in protest against the measure.129 Thousands of shops rolled down
their front shutters in Addis Ababa markets during a three-day strike declared on May 19, 1997. The government=s reaction was swift.
Authorities detained eighty-four traders suspected of having coordinated the traders= action, and said that they would revoke their
trade licenses, evict them from government properties and bring charges against them. An ultimatum was issued on the national radio
for the strikers to reopen their shops in three hours time or risk eviction. Authorities promptly sealed about 1,300 shops which
remained closed at the expiration of the ultimatum. A city administrator said the city would reopen the sealed premises if owners
admitted that they had committed an offense by taking part in the strike, and asked for the government=s pardon. Many did just that to
preserve their livelihood, signaling the traders= capitulation in the struggle over the rent increases.130 The Addis Ababa Administration
did not relent, however. In mid-August, it announced the revocation of the trade licenses of fifty-two businessmen as a penalty for
their participation in what it said was an illegal strike. The penalized traders would not be allowed to engage in business
transactions using the revoked licenses, authorities said.131
The Ethiopian Human Rights Council noted that government=s actions in repressing the traders= strike were of questionable
legality: no provisions in Ethiopian laws ban closing of work premises as a form of protest; the sealing of shops was done without
court order; and the conditioning of the reopening of the shops on the signing of an appeal for government=s pardon had no legal
grounds. EHRCO rightly observes that A[i]f citizens are to be forced to beg the government, which violates their rights and takes
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illegal measures against them, for pardon whenever they use their constitutional rights (--), people are not going to have confidence
in the law and they will have no legal guarantees for their activities.@132
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The government also pressured a group of 200 detained students from Addis Ababa University in March 1997 to submit written
petitions as a condition for their release. Their crime, according to the government, was their participation in a demonstration deemed
illegal because organizers were not issued with an official authorization to proceed with it. Organizers claimed for their part that
they had on March 18 submitted to the competent officials a written notification of their intention of staging the demonstration, and,
having received no response, decided to go ahead. An estimated five hundred students took part in the March 21 demonstration which
was meant to protest a controversial land redistribution program in the northern Amhara region. No sooner had they left the main
campus than anti-riot police went into action, attacking demonstrators and bystanders with batons, and rounding up two hundred
students, who were taken in trucks to a former military facility. After five days in a harsh detention regime, during which some
students claimed they were beaten and forced to crawl on their bare elbows and knees on sharp gravel, some 171 of their group signed
on to a letter requesting the government=s pardon.133 A group of fourteen students, whose resolve not to sign remained unshaken, were
reportedly held in detention for more than two months, apparently under suspicion of being the leaders of the protest, but were
ultimately released.
Under criticism for showing little action in the face of mounting popular discontent against government policies, as loudly
expressed by small traders in the capital and Amhara farmers, the two leading opposition groups, the Council of Alternative Forces
for Peace and Democracy in Ethiopia (CAFPDE) and the All Amhara People=s Organization (AAPO) organized mass rallies in the capital
Addis Ababa on March 30, and April 6, 1997 respectively. They also denounced the continued detention of some of the students who took
to the streets ten days earlier in protest against the same policies. Contrary to the aggressive dispersal of that march, the two
opposition rallies, which attracted large crowds, were allowed to proceed peacefully. Government agents, however, reportedly arrested
seven activists involved in organizing the first rally, and released them on the same day after interrogations. 134

VI. THE ROLE OF THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY
Ethiopia emerged in 1997 as one of the members, alongside Eritrea, Uganda, Angola, and Rwanda, of a new
political power block in east and central Africa that had, through its intervention and support, made possible the swift
military campaign of the Alliance of Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Congo/Zaire (ADFL) and the ensuing
takeover. Analysts characterized the Congo events and the prospects for its recovery a Asecond African liberation,@135
the result of the concerted action of a new generation of leadership, whose members had fought long liberation wars
themselves, and would take no lessons from outsiders. There were growing indications that Ethiopia=s prominence in
regional politics had contributed to its growing immunity to international pressure on human rights issues.
European Union and Other Members of the Donor Community
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When some of the main international partners of Ethiopia attempted, however timidly, to use their close ties
with the country to address grave human rights concerns, their attempts were usually met with evasive tactics, if not
outright rejection. In spite of repeated requests for it to do so, the Ethiopian government stalled in naming a government
authority to act as a focal point to respond to the human rights queries and concerns of the diplomatic community. And
when some of the more outgoing donors offered to assist the Ethiopian government in setting up and resourcing such a
focal point, their offers went unanswered.136 However, Ethiopia=s partners had themselves to blame for the high-handed
attitude of their host. For far too long they had limited their interventions to requests to the Ethiopian government to
come up with public responses to human rights concerns on high profile cases. The daily repressive practices in
outlying areas in the country, and the clampdowns on the freedoms of expression, association, and assembly gradually
slipped into a domain of accepted normality. Had the donor community put the same commitment it showed in backing
the economic liberalization programs of the government in promoting the respect of basic human rights in the country,
the current government might have reacted differently.
Meanwhile, support for Ethiopia=s economic development plans went ahead in full gear in 1996 and 1997, while the governments
offered dismissive remarks to the donors= occasional, and sometime reluctant, expression of human rights concerns. In July 1996, for
example, the response of the Ethiopian government to a resolution by the European Parliament that called on it to release the
president of ETA and other political prisoners was that it had dealt with the high profile detainee in full conformity with the law. The
government=s statement went on to dismiss the resolution as indicative of Alack of seriousness and purpose,@137 and closed on this
admonishing note: A[t]he Parliament should clearly understand that its intervention will have no constructive and positive effect on
respect for human rights in the country . . . . The recent resolution of the European Parliament is the last thing that the
administration of justice needs in Ethiopia.@138
During a regional tour in east Africa in February 1997, European Commissioner Joao de Deus Pinheiro said the European Union
increased its grants to Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda by between 10 and 45 percent. The national and regional grants totaled 935 Ecus
(U.S.$794 million) for the next five years. When journalists asked whether E.U. aid was tied to human rights improvements, Pinheiro said:
"When you mention human rights you have got always to put things in perspective in the sense that things appear to be sometimes not
so perfect in one spot but then when you realize what is going on in not so far away countries you realize that things there are much
worse." He said one had to be pragmatic in making funding decision: "You cannot isolate human rights from the basic rights of the
citizen for food, shelter, opportunities . . . all these things are important in assessing the progress of a country."139 According to an
ambassador of a major bilateral donor country, high-ranking Ethiopian officials often articulated similar arguments when foreign
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diplomats raised specific human rights concerns and called for government investigations of reported human rights abuses, saying such
investigations would divert the government=s energy and resources from building schools and clinics!140 The clear answer to this false
dichotomy was that the right to development was not incompatible with the respect of human rights.
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The Ethiopian government was not lacking in signs of unconditional support from the donor community.141 From December 10 to
12, 1996, Ethiopia became the first country to host on its soil the meeting of its Consultative Group. Fifteen bilateral partners and
twelve multilateral participated in the event, which the World Bank vice-president for Africa Region chaired. The Ethiopian delegation
was led by the prime minister. Donors commended the achievements of Ethiopia=s macroeconomic and structural adjustment program
toward the alleviation of poverty in the country. According to the outgoing Dutch ambassador to Ethiopia, human rights concerns that
he and a few other bilateral donors expressed in the meeting were not taken into consideration in its final outcome. Delegates,
however, urged the government to improve its partnership with the civil society through increased dialogue and consultations with
groups affected by the economic policies. At the conclusion of the meeting, donors pledged over U.S.$2.5 billion in new commitments of
external financing for the years 1996/97-1998/99.142 In the third week of January 1997, its creditor nations agreed to give Ethiopia a
debt reduction break of up to 67 percent, one of the most generous agreements availed to a least-developed nation.
On February 25, 1997, delegations from the World Bank and the European Commission, who between them
provided up to 70 percent of economic assistance to Africa, met to discuss issues concerning a collaborative effort in
portions of Africa. The European Commission team, headed by Professor Pinheiro, and the World Bank team, headed
by the World Bank regional vice-president for Africa, Jean-Louis Sarbib, agreed to concentrate their efforts on poverty
alleviation and private sector development in three countries: Mozambique, Ethiopia, and in the Ivory Coast. They also
agreed that both poverty reduction and acceleration of economic growth in the private sector would benefit the
impoverished and decided that their upcoming meetings should be held in the three African countries to encourage
more participation on their part. On that occasion, the E.U.=s Development Commissioner stressed that growth, the development of
human resources, and the reduction of poverty must go hand in hand with respect for human rights, democratic principles, and the rule
of law. Needless to say, despite this declaration, the E.U. and the donor community at large had, as yet, to tap their largely underused
leverage to pressure Ethiopia to comply with concrete good governance and human rights benchmarks.
Some encouraging signs did emerge during 1997, however. The British government withheld for a time the renewal of its fouryear aid agreement designed to assist in the establishment of a civilian, accountable police force in Ethiopia, when it came up for
renewal in May 1997, when the role of the police in the killing of the leader of the Ethiopian Teachers Association was credibly
questioned. When the U.K. later offered a revised version of the agreement incorporating human rights values in the training and
reference to judicial oversight, the Ethiopian side reportedly rejected the U.K.=s contribution outright. This followed diplomatic tensions
between the two countries when the U.K. pressed in vain for the government to open an independent investigation of the Maru killing.
The E.U. and other donors assisted, through the program AInstitutional Strengthening of Parliamentary Institutions,@ in supporting
preparations for the convening in December 1997 of an international consultation for the creation of a human rights commission and
ombudsman institution. Ethiopia also reportedly granted access to the ICRC to visit an increasing number of places of detention in 1997,
including kebele houses and army camps. A representative of an E.U. member state told Human Rights Watch that the government had
agreed to individual prison visits on a monthly basis by donor embassy representatives. Requests to extend the authorization to
coordinated visits by several embassies at a time were however not granted.143 On September 18, 1997, the European Parliament passed a
resolution which condemned the assassination of Asefa Maru, and all human rights violations in Ethiopia by government security forces.
They also called on the Ethiopian government to release all political prisoners, to guarantee fundamental rights, and to not obstruct
the freedom of the press.144
United States
With $104 million in U.S. bilateral economic assistance, Ethiopia ranked as the second largest recipient of U.S. aid to the
continent in Fiscal Year 1997. Private U.S. trade and investment activities in the country grew significantly, with some 120 U.S.
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investors starting operations and offices in the country by 1997.145 The United States cultivated the closest of relations with Ethiopia in
all sectors of cooperation since the ouster of the Derg government in 1991. The country gradually acquired a central place in the
U.S.=s strategy for the region, aiming particularly at containing the influence of the Islamist government of Sudan in the region and
at stabilizing the situation in Somalia.
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A number of high-level administration officials visited Ethiopia during 1996 and 1997 to discuss, in addition to bilateral
affairs, regional security concerns. John Deutch, then director of the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, held talks with Prime Minister
Meles Zenawi in Addis Ababa in April 1996.146 In February 1996, Vincent Kern, the deputy assistant secretary of defense for
international security affairs, had announced from the Ethiopian capital his government=s readiness to assist Ethiopia=s army and help in
the consolidation of peace in the Horn of Africa. One of the main objectives of the October 1996 visit by former Secretary of State
Warren Christopher, which was part of an extended tour in Africa, was obtaining support for the African Crisis Response Initiative
(ACREI). This U.S.-led initiative aimed at creating a 10,000-strong force for deployment during humanitarian crises or for peacekeeping
operations. The force would consist of contingents within national armies which will be trained and specially equipped for
peacekeeping assignments. By July 1997, 120 U.S. troops landed in Uganda to start the training of the first ACREI unit. The training of
troops from Ethiopia, Mali, Ghana, and Tunisia was to take place in a later phase.147
The U.S. had resumed its bilateral military relations and military assistance programs with Ethiopia following the fall of the
Derg. Within this package, the U.S. provided the National Defense Forces with training in the fields of demining, basic soldiering
skills, and military justice.148 In addition to this, Ethiopia was poised to receive additional military hardware and training as a member
of ACREI, as explained above, and was also the main recipient of a special military assistance package valued at U.S. $20 million that
the U.S. announced in November 1996 that it was extending to Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Uganda. The U.S. denied that it was making the
military assistance grant with the purpose of assisting the three countries= proclaimed effort to topple the government of Sudan.
State Department deputy spokesman Glyn Davies qualified the package as a Anonlethal defensive military assistance.@149 In late
September 1997, a U.S. official told the press that the government was going to increase the levels of its military aid to the same
recipients who came to be known as the Afront line states,@ while at the same time engaging the government of Sudan in an
aggressive dialogue meant to press it into abandoning its support of fundamentalist groups in the region.
Despite the large influence that the U.S. wields in Ethiopia by virtue of its significant economic and military assistance
programs to the country, and the strategic cooperation between the two countries, rarely had officials of the Clinton administration
gone on public record on the issue of rampant human rights abuses in the country. The U.S. in effect appeared to maintain two levels
of discourse on the issue of rights abuses in Ethiopia. At a political level, supportive statements were left to the ambassador on the
ground, while critical comments were articulated in the U.S. Department of State annual reports on country human rights practices.
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The new U.S. ambassador, David Shinn, like his predecessor, went on record voicing praise of the democratization and economic
liberalization policies of the Ethiopian government and admiration of the administrative structures devised by the Federal Democratic
Republic of Ethiopia. In a December 1996 press conference Ambassador David Shinn called on the exiled opposition, if it were to gain
credibility, to return to the country and participate in the political process, even at the risk of facing detention. He observed that
local opposition groups had no presence outside the capital, a comment that one leading opposition party at least, the All Amhara
People=s Organization, found objectionable for failing, it said, to take into account restrictions that the government posed on free
association and assembly.150
Noticeable exceptions to this supportive attitude have been, as mentioned above, the critical stance of the annual reports of
the U.S. Department of State on country human rights practices, and the statement of former Secretary of State Warren Christopher
during his October 1996 visit in which he called on the Ethiopian government to respect the freedom of the private press and abide by
other human rights standards. This statement has as yet to lead to actual policy shifts aimed at encouraging a reluctant partner to
move toward a more effective compliance with these standards.
Ambassador Shinn reportedly interceded with Prime Minister Meles Zenawi when he refused to receive a visiting fact-finding
mission from Education International which was investigating the situation of the Ethiopian Teachers= Association, and the killing of
Assefa Maru. As a concession, the prime minister agreed to meet with the United States member of the delegation, who was appointed
labor advisor to President Clinton while he was in Ethiopia, but only in his capacity as a private citizen.151 Following a ninety-minute
discussion, the prime minister told his interlocutor that in order for his government to resume negotiations with ETA, the association
had to condemn violence, accept the constitution, and condemn terrorism in a public statement in which it would also undertake not to
cooperate with terrorists. In response to these preconditions, ETA reiterated its rejection of violence and terrorism, and called on
the government to renew negotiations with it. This had as yet to happen, by the last quarter of 1997.152
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