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Joyful Ethiopians and Eritreans embrace at rare border reopening

23 June 2025
Girmay GebruBBC Tigrinya, Zalambessa
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Relatives and friends came together for the first time in five years

There have been celebrations at the border between Ethiopia and Eritrea as communities from the frontier villages came together for the first time in five
years.

Separated by the closed border since the outbreak of the 2020 conflict in Ethiopia's northern Tigray region, and subsequent political tensions, Sunday's
coming together was a symbolic moment of peace and reconciliation.

The reunion of families and friends took place in the Ethiopian town of Zalambessa in the presence of village elders and religious leaders.

The move to re-open a section of the border was organised by local activists and community figures without the official backing of the authorities on either
side.

But those behind it indicated that they had the blessing from officials in Tigray and Eritrea.
Many at the celebration described it as an emotional and long-overdue gathering.

For five years, relatives and friends whose communities straddled the international boundary had not been able to see each other across the militarised
border.

Many in Zalambessa and the nearby villages had suffered economic hardship and social fragmentation during the two-year war in Tigray that ended in
November 2022.

People had been forced to flee their homes, with more than 55,000 people now living in makeshift shelters in Adigrat, 30km (19 miles) south of
Zalambessa, relying on relatives for survival.

The border has officially remained closed despite the end of the war amid tensions between the two governments.

"Enough of the past, let's sit at the table of peace and build a better future," people chanted on Sunday.
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In a symbolic move, people waved the flags of both Eritrea and Ethiopia's Tigray region

Cross-border trade near Zalambessa has also re-started with people using both the Ethiopian and Eritrean currencies.

"As people, we want to eat, trade and attend social events as before. Their siblings are here, their siblings are there. What we need is peace," one woman
from Tigray told the BBC.

But a lot of work still needs to be done to repair the damage of the war.

Zalambessa's infrastructure remains broken, with electricity, telephone and banking services completely destroyed.

Much of the infrastructure is owned by Ethiopia's federal government, and residents say restoring it will require significant investment.
Water, health and education facilities, also affected, are slowly being rebuilt by local communities and donors.

Since Eritrea seceded from Ethiopia more than three decades ago, relations have been tense — the border has been closed for most of that time.

It was formally reopened in 2018, shortly after Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed came to power and signed a historic peace agreement with Eritrean
President Isaias Afwerki.

The deal earned Abiy the Nobel Peace Prize.

‘While the move initially brought hopes of normalised relations, the eruption of the conflict in Tigray in November 2020 derailed progress.
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Religious leaders were instrumental in making the meeting happen

People want things to return to how they were before the civil war

"T am confident that the peace and reconciliation we started today will continue to grow," said Nebiat Woldegergis, who travelled from Senafe, Eritrea, to
attend the ceremony.

Amleset, a mother who had lived for five years in a refugee camp in Adigrat after fleeing Zalambessa, said: "Today I came to see my locked house. From
now on, I will return with my children and continue living on my land."

Local people recalled how families who once lived together had been torn apart by the conflict.
Representatives from both communities declared that "peace and reconciliation has begun", encouraging residents to return home and rebuild their lives.

However, challenges remain.



Looted property, destroyed homes and lack of services continue to make resettlement difficult for thousands of displaced families.

And it is not clear if this local arrangement will be translated into a wider reconciliation between the governments of Ethiopia and Eritrea.

You may also be interested in:

Getty Images/BBC

Go to BBCAfrica.com for more news from the African continent.

Follow us on Twitter @BBCAfrica, on Facebook at BBC Africa or on Instagram at bbcafrica
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