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ETHIOPIA
Monitoring of conflict, human rights 
violations and resulting displacement still 
problematic

20 January 2011

www.internal-displacement.org

An estimated 300,000 to 350,000 people remained internally displaced within Ethiopia in 
late 2010. There were reported displacements related to violence and human rights viola-
tions in Gambella and Somali Regions in 2010.

Armed conflicts and localised episodes of violence have continued to cause displace-
ment in various areas. In particular, government forces have continued to fight insur-
gency groups including the Ogaden National Liberation Front in Somali Region and the 
Oromo Liberation Front in the south of the country. In Somali region, the government 
has made peacemaking efforts in recent months, but fighting has continued.

In areas affected by displacement such as Somali, southern Oromiya and Gambella, food 
security, health, nutrition, and access to water were all of major concern to the humani-
tarian community in 2010.

Despite the serious humanitarian need in areas of displacement, the government has 
restricted the access to conflict areas of international humanitarian agencies and the 
media. The government has also introduced draconian laws that restrict activities of hu-
man rights organisations and humanitarian agencies, making it difficult for independent 
bodies to monitor and document violations of rights.

http://www.internal-displacement.org
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Background 

Armed conflicts over international boundaries, 
internal armed conflicts between government 
forces and insurgency groups operating in vari-
ous parts of the country, and local conflicts over 
water, pasture resources and administrative 
boundaries, have all taken place in Ethiopia in the 
past decades. Ethiopia went to war with neigh-
bouring Somalia (from 1977 to 1978) and Eritrea 
(from 1998 to 2000) over their shared boundaries. 
Ongoing internal conflicts with insurgency groups 
including the Ogaden National Liberation Front 
(ONLF) in the Ogaden area of eastern Somali 
Region and the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) in 
the south of the country have continued to affect 
people’s lives and livelihoods (Sudan Tribune, 23 
December 2010).

In the south, the OLF has fought for autonomy 
since 1970. The OLF has employed “hit and run” 
tactics and government armed forces have even 
pursued OLF fighters into Kenya. The government 
labels OLF as a terrorist group (Daily Nation, 6 
August 2009).

In pastoralist-inhabited areas of southern Ethiopia 
near the border with Kenya, violent conflict over 
water and pasture resources reportedly affected 
communities in 2010 (CEWARN, September 2010).

There were reportedly between 300,000 and 
350,000 internally displaced people (IDPs) in 
Ethiopia in late 2010. However, these figures are dif-
ficult to verify because of the government’s reluc-
tance to allow humanitarian agencies to conduct 
country-wide assessments (Interviews with human-
itarian agency staff in Ethiopia, November 2010).

Displacement in Gambella
Inter-ethnic conflicts and government interfer-
ence in the local politics of Gambella Region have 
reportedly contributed to ethnic conflicts and 
displacement there (IRIN, 13 September 2010). In 
November 2008, police forces attempted to force 

villagers from Laare and Puldeng villages near the 
border with Sudan to move to a new area. When 
villagers refused, violence ensued, and police 
reportedly killed nine civilians and wounded 23. 
Police also reportedly set fire to homes and killed 
livestock (USDoS, 11 March 2010).

In April 2010, inter-clan clashes among ethnic 
Nuer groups drove thousands from their homes. 
Local leaders accused the government of not do-
ing enough to facilitate reconciliation or provide 
protection and livelihoods. In 2009, thousands 
of Ethiopian Jikany Nuer were displaced from 
their land by Sudanese Lou Nuer groups who had 
crossed into the Gambella Region of Ethiopia. 
According to Gambella regional authorities, some 
38,000 IDPs from that incident still remained dis-
placed in September 2010. Another 40,000 people 
were displaced in 2009 in Gambella as a result 
of recurrent clashes over land, natural resources 
and vendettas between local agro-pastoralist 
Nuer and the mainly agrarian Anuak (IRIN, 13 
September 2010).

Conflict in Somali Region
Since it was outlawed in 1994, the ONLF has 
engaged in low-intensity armed conflict with 
government forces. Human rights organisations, 
international NGOs, and the media have reported 
that both the Ethiopian National Defence Force 
(ENDF) and the ONLF have been responsible for 
human rights violations and abuses, and have 
used violence to intimidate the civilian population. 
ONLF attacks on police and military targets over 
the years have led to severe disruption and loss of 
lives (BBC News, 13 September 2010; Press TV, 18 
August 2010; Bloomberg news, 19 June 2010). 

In December 2010, attacks on villages by 
Ethiopian security forces reportedly led to the 
burning of villages, the death of about 20 civil-
ians and the displacement of hundreds of families 
(Ethiopian Review, 20 December 2010; Sudan 
Tribune, 23 December 2010).
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The regional conflict in Somalia that began in 
December 2006 spread to the Somali Region and 
the ONLF, reportedly aided by support from the 
Eritrean government greatly increased its armed 
activity. In 2007 another insurgent group with a 
limited presence in the region, the United Western 
Somali Liberation Front, engaged in armed 
violence against government forces (USDoS, 11 
March 2010).

In 2007, the ENDF began significant counter-
insurgency operations in the Ogaden in response 
to the killing of Chinese and domestic oil explo-
ration workers. In 2008, Human Rights Watch 
(HRW) accused the Ethiopian government of war 
crimes and crimes against humanity, and reported 
that the ENDF had burned down villages and 
killed, raped and tortured civilians in its counter-
insurgency campaign (HRW, June 2008). ONLF 
rebels also accused the government of pursuing 
a scorched-earth policy in the Ogaden which 
amounted to collective punishment (VOA, 16 
November 2009).

Since then, government interference in the 
economic affairs of the Ogaden population has 
aggravated the humanitarian crisis in the region. 
The government’s harsh policies have added to 
the marginalisation of Somali Ethiopians, who are 
effectively excluded from national institutions. 
Public infrastructure and the delivery of services 
in Somali Region are worse even than in Ethiopia’s 
nieghbouring highlands, in Somaliland or else-
where in Somalia (ISN, 5 October 2010; Daily 
Telegraph, 17 October 2008).

In 2010, the government increased peace over-
tures with some rebel groups in the Ogaden, but 
analysts expect the insurgency to continue in the 
absence of meaningful commitment from the 
government and major insurgent groups includ-
ing the ONLF (ISN, 5 October 2010). Fighting 
continued in 2010 between the ONLF and govern-
ment forces and government-affiliated militias 
(ISN, 5 October 2010; BBC News, 13 September 

2010). Between September and December 2010, 
opposition sources reported that government 
forces had killed over 300 civilians, leading to the  
displacement of civilian populations in the region.

Reporting of conflict and human rights violations
Conflicts in Ethiopia have often triggered wide-
spread human rights abuses by all parties (USDoS, 
11 March 2010). Human rights groups have 
accused the government of fuelling conflicts in 
different parts of the country, but especially in 
Somali, southern Oromiya, and Gambella regions 
(ICG, 4 September 2010; AI, May 2010; HRW, June 
2008) and have published credible reports of 
violations. Deliveries of food and medicine were 
limited by military restrictions as well as insecurity 
and lack of capacity (AI, May 2010, p.141; HRW, 24 
March 2010).

Since 2007, the government has continued to lim-
it the access of diplomats, NGOs, and journalists 
to Somali Region, citing serious security concerns. 
The government has allowed some humanitarian 
access but restricted the investigation of human 
rights abuses. Human rights groups and others 
have asserted that the government denied access 
to the region to prevent the monitoring of ENDF 
operations. Most reports of human rights viola-
tions have come from interviews with second-
hand sources or alleged victims who have fled the 
Somali region. NGO personnel have been forced 
by ENDF and police forces to report ONLF activity 
and have faced beatings and death threats if they 
did not comply. Some villagers reported that local 
authorities threatened to retaliate against anyone 
reporting ENDF violations (AI, May 2010; HRW, 
June 2008).

In January 2009, the Ethiopian parliament en-
acted a law to control the work of civil society 
organisations. The Proclamation to Provide for 
the Registration and Regulation of Charities and 
Societies (the CSO law) has hindered independ-
ent human rights monitoring and reporting. The 
government has since refused to heed calls for in-
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dependent, impartial and credible investigations 
to prosecute those responsible for human rights 
abuses (HRW, 24 March 2010).

In August 2009, the Committee on the Elimination 
of Racial Discrimination (CERD) recommended 
that the government consider reviewing this leg-
islation to ensure that due consideration is given 
to the important role of civil society organisations 
in the promotion and protection of human rights 
(CERD, 31 August 2009).

Protection risks in areas of 
displacement 

Food security, health, nutrition, and access to wa-
ter in internal displacement-affected areas such as 
Somali, southern Oromiya and Gambella were of 
major concern to the humanitarian community in 
2010 (OCHA, January 2010)

An assessment by the Somali Regional Health 
Bureau in July 2009 showed that malnutrition 
rates in Somali Region had reached critical levels. 
Conducted in seven woredas (districts) between 
April and May, the assessment found global 
acute malnutrition rates of 14.5 to 21.9 per cent 
(a rate exceeding 15 per cent reflects an emer-
gency situation).The highest rate was recorded 
in Degehabour woreda of Degehabour zone. 
Five other woredas in the zone also exceeded the 
emergency threshold.

The assessment noted that acute water short-
ages, poor access to safe water, low immunisation 
coverage, high rates of childhood disease and 
dependence on relief food had aggravated the 
situation. Household coping mechanisms had also 
weakened after drought (OCHA, 13 July 2009).

In November 2010, UNICEF reported serious water 
shortages in the chronically water-insecure Somali 
Region (OCHA, 1 November 2010).

National and international 
responses

The overall leadership of the humanitarian re-
sponse remains the responsibility of the govern-
ment at all levels, including federal, regional, zonal 
and woreda. The Government is also responsible 
for facilitating the active participation of relevant 
partners, including donor governments, UN agen-
cies, national and international NGOs, civil society 
organisations and affected communities. 

Ethiopia is party to the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights and other relevant interna-
tional human rights standards. The inviolable and 
inalienable right to life, the security of person and 
liberty are enshrined in Article 14 of the federal 
constitution, and also in the African Charter on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights. The government 
has signed, but not ratified or domesticated, the 
African Union Convention on Internally Displaced 
Persons (the Kampala Convention).

The national response to conflict-induced dis-
placement has been criticised by national and 
international agencies operating in Ethiopia. 
Nonetheless, international donors and aid agen-
cies have continued to engage with the gov-
ernment. In December 2009, the United States, 
through its Embassy in Addis Ababa, urged the 
government to improve on its human rights 
record (Bloomberg, 11 December 2009).

The UN’s Ethiopian Humanitarian Country Team, 
led by the Humanitarian Coordinator and com-
prising the heads of agencies including FAO, IOM, 
OCHA, OHCHR, UNDP, UNFPA, UNHCR, UNICEF, 
WHO and WFP, as well as the country directors 
of CARE, Oxfam GB, and Save the Children/UK 
and the national NGO consortium CRDA, have 
continued to work with the government to 
provide overall coordination of the humanitarian 
response. 
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Given the sensitivities around conflict and pro-
tection, there is no active protection cluster or 
government counterpart on protection issues 
(Interviews with humanitarian agencies, June 
2010). Protection was also left out of the 2010 
Ethiopia Humanitarian Requirement document.

Humanitarian access
Aid agencies have regularly reported interference 
and severe restrictions by the government on their 
work. The government requires agencies to seek 
military escorts to deliver food aid to conflict ar-
eas, which, they report, has hindered their access 
(IRIN, 24 November 2009; Reuters, 17 November 
2009; Daily Telegraph, 17 October 2008).

International agencies usually face restrictions in 
areas of operations. The government forced ICRC 
to close down its operations in Somali Region in 
2007, and Médicins Sans Frontières had to leave 
the region because of government restrictions 
(USDoS, 11 March 2010; MSF, 4 October 2008).

If the government does not enable improved hu-
manitarian access, affected IDPs and other vulner-
able people will continue to face a protection and 
humanitarian crisis (ICG, 17 June 2008). USAID 
reported in March 2008 that “literally hundreds of 
areas… have neither been assessed nor received 
any food assistance”, with “populations terrorised 
by the inability to access food” (The Times, 18 
September 2008). 

HRW reported in 2010 that the government had 
used foreign aid including food to punish regions 
seen to be opposition strongholds, with officials in 
the ruling party using their power to give or deny 
assistance to citizens based on their political affili-
ation (HRW, 19 October 2010). The government 
has been accused of limiting food aid to areas 
which it considers opposition strongholds to the 
detriment of its vulnerable populations (IRIN, 24 
November 2009; Reuters, 17 November 2009). The 
British Channel 4 reported that the army had with-
held food from villages in Somali Region as part of 

a “scorched earth” policy against the ONLF (BBC, 
19 September 2008; The Times, 18 September 
2008). Before the British Minister for International 
Development toured a hospital in the town of 
Kebri Dehar during a visit to Somali Region in 
October 2008, local officials reportedly forced 
starving infants out of the emergency ward and 
on to the street (The Telegraph, 17 October 2008).

Response to disaster-induced displacement
The government response to displacement as 
a result of natural disasters is more positive. A 
proposed disaster risk reduction policy has called 
for the mainstreaming of disaster risk manage-
ment throughout government and greatly 
strengthened disaster management capacity at 
the highest levels of government. Debates con-
tinue within the government regarding the policy, 
and it is unclear if or when it will be adopted (ODI, 
June 2009). The policy has not been finalised or 
adopted as of December 2010.

It is also unclear to what degree the new policy will 
deal with conflict-induced displacement. A study 
by the Feinstein International Center in December 
2009 found that the policy was heavily focused on 
preventing or mitigating the risk of natural disas-
ters, particularly climatic and environmental disas-
ters, and made no reference to conflict (Feinstein 
International Center, December 2009).

The new Disaster Risk Management Council is to 
be chaired by the Prime Minister. Humanitarian 
agencies are concerned that the government 
might downplay the impact of disasters to show 
the international community that it is self-suffi-
cient. They have warned of a government habit 
of downplaying numbers of people in need and 
levels of malnutrition and disease, so as to mini-
mise their political and diplomatic impact (IRIN, 
27 September 2010).

Note: This is a summary of IDMC’s internal dis-
placement profile on Ethiopia. The full profile is 
available online here.

http://www.internal-displacement.org/countries/ethiopia
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Contact:

Nina M. Birkeland 
Head of Monitoring and Advocacy  
Tel.: +41 (0)22 795 07 34  
Email: nina.birkeland@nrc.ch  
 
Nuur Mohamud Sheekh 
Country Analyst 
Tel: +41 22 799 07 00 (Geneva) 
       +254 71 640 15 75 (Nairobi) 
Email: nuur.sheekh@nrc.ch

IDMC 
Norwegian Refugee Council 
Chemin de Balexert 7-9 
1219 Geneva, Switzerland 
www.internal-displacement.org 
Tel: 	 +41 (0)22 799 0700 
Fax: 	 +41 (0)22 799 0701

About the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre

The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, established in 1998 by the Norwegian Refugee Council, is 
the leading international body monitoring conflict-induced internal displacement worldwide.

Through its work, the Centre contributes to improving national and international capaci-ties to protect 
and assist the millions of people around the globe who have been displaced within their own country as 
a result of conflicts or human rights violations.

At the request of the United Nations, the Geneva-based Centre runs an online database providing com-
prehensive information and analysis on internal displacement in some 50 countries.

Based on its monitoring and data collection activities, the Centre advocates for durable solutions to the 
plight of the internally displaced in line with international standards.

The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre also carries out training activities to en-hance the capacity 
of local actors to respond to the needs of internally displaced people.

In its work, the Centre cooperates with and provides support to local and national civil society initiatives.

For more information, visit the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre website and the database at 
www.internal-displacement.org .
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