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WORLD REPORT 2020 - ETHIOPIA 

Human rights reforms implemented by Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed during his first year in office were threatened 

in 2019 by communal, including ethnic, conflict and breakdowns in law and order. 

The June 22 assassinations of several high-level government officials, which the government linked to an alleged 

coup attempt in the Amhara region—as well as political unrest and communal violence in the capital, Addis 

Ababa, and Oromia following an incident with a popular Oromo activist and media owner, Jawar Mohammed—

highlighted increasing tensions ahead of Ethiopia’s scheduled 2020 national elections. 

In June, the parliament voted to postpone an already overdue but highly contentious national census, despite the 

importance of the exercise ahead of the 2020 elections. 

Institutional reforms, notably around judicial independence and concrete measures to ensure truth, reconciliation, 

and accountability—all of which are key to dealing with heightened political and ethnic tensions—were limited. 

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND 

ASSOCIATION 

The Sidama ethnic group submitted a request on July 18, 2018, to the federal government to hold a referendum to 

secede from the Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples’ Region (SNNPR). The Sidama are the largest and 

the first among a number of ethnic groups in SNNPR to make such a request. 

The federal government failed to organize a vote within the constitutionally stipulated one-year limit. Violence on 

July 18 in Awassa, capital of SNNPR, between protesters demanding a vote and security forces, followed by 

reported violence against non-Sidama residents of the region, resulted in the deaths of 53 people according to a 

zonal police official, the displacement of hundreds, and significant property damage. The SNNPR region was then 

placed under federal security control. In August, the National Electoral Board of Ethiopia (NEBE) said it would 

organize a referendum on November 13, which was later delayed to November 20. 

Protests that broke out in Addis Ababa on October 23, following allegations by Jawar Mohammed that the 

government was removing his security detail, and then spread to many parts of the Oromia region, were met on 

occasion by excessive use of lethal force by the security forces, notably in Ambo town. The protests devolved 

rapidly into communal violence in several towns. The government said the unrest resulted in 86 deaths, 10 the 

result of “confrontations” with security forces. 

In February, the government approved the Organization of Civil Societies Proclamation and repealed the 

notorious 2009 Charities and Societies Proclamation, which had decimated independent human rights reporting. 

The new law lifts its predecessor’s 10 percent foreign funding limit. Concerns with the law remain, including 

limitations on foreign lobbying. 

The government rewrote the country’s restrictive 2009 Anti-Terrorism Proclamation (ATP); the new draft was 

under review in Parliament at time of writing. However, following the alleged coup plot in June, dozens of ethnic 

Amharas, including journalists, were held under the ATP’s remand provisions. At time of writing, 13 detainees 

were still held on pre-charge detention, under an obscure procedure that allows for indefinite pre-charge detention 

after the four months allowed under the ATP had elapsed. Twelve are members of the political opposition, seven 

of whom are members of the National Movement of Amhara (NAMA), an ethno-nationalist opposition party, and 

five are members of an Amhara activist cultural movement. 

On February 23, 2019, Oromia regional police temporarily detained two journalists working for the private 

Mereja TV on the outskirts of Addis Ababa, while reporting on the government’s demolition of homes and 

allegations of forced displacement. Upon release, they were attacked by a group of young men, and one was 

beaten with sticks in plain view of police. No one was arrested in relation to the assault. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jun/24/suspected-mastermind-of-ethiopia-coup-attempt-shot-dead-says-official
https://www.africanews.com/2019/08/11/ethiopia-s-2020-polls-will-proceed-as-planned-ruling-coalition/
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2019/03/29/why-ethiopia-has-postponed-its-census
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-census/ethiopia-delays-census-again-despite-looming-election-idUSKCN1TB1N7
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/06/24/ethiopia-is-at-a-very-critical-juncture-abiy-bahir-dar/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/04/08/ethiopia-abiys-first-year-prime-minister-review-accountability-and-justice
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/04/08/ethiopia-abiys-first-year-prime-minister-review-accountability-and-justice
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/04/08/ethiopia-abiys-first-year-prime-minister-review-accountability-and-justice
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/ethiopia/b146-time-ethiopia-bargain-sidama-over-statehood
https://news.yahoo.com/ethiopias-abiy-tries-temper-push-breakaway-region-183204480.html?guccounter=1
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-politics/ethiopia-to-hold-autonomy-referendum-for-ethnic-sidama-in-november-fana-idUSKCN1VJ27L
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-49070762
https://borkena.com/2019/08/16/sidama-nationalist-leaders-released-on-50000-birr-bail/
https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/ethiopia-humanitarian-bulletin-issue-12-15-28-july-2019
https://www.ezega.com/News/NewsDetails/7173/Southern-Ethiopia-Region-Placed-Under-Federal-Security
https://eastafricamonitor.com/ethiopia-set-13-november-date-for-sidama-referendum/
https://eastafricamonitor.com/ethiopia-set-13-november-date-for-sidama-referendum/
https://sg.news.yahoo.com/ethiopian-pm-abiy-defends-response-ethnic-clashes-184529817.html
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/04/04/ethiopia-abiys-first-year-prime-minister-review-freedom-association
https://www.hrw.org/news/2008/10/13/analysis-ethiopias-draft-civil-society-law
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/ethiopia/preventing-further-conflict-and-fragmentation-ethiopia
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/ethiopia/preventing-further-conflict-and-fragmentation-ethiopia
https://cpj.org/2019/08/ethiopian-authorities-arrest-journalist-mesganaw-g.php
https://www.hrw.org/news/2009/06/30/analysis-ethiopias-draft-anti-terrorism-law
https://cpj.org/2019/03/two-journalists-detained-attacked-in-ethiopia.php
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/04/03/ethiopia-abiys-first-year-prime-minister-review-freedom-expression


On July 18, security forces arrested employees and board members of the Sidama Media Network (SMN) and shut 

down the station in Awassa following protests over the government’s failure to organize a referendum, according 

to media reports. Workers were allowed back into the office on July 23, but those arrested were detained for 

weeks without charge. 

The government responded to growing hate speech on social media, especially Facebook, by producing a hate 

speech bill in April. Shortly after the communal violence in late October, the Council of Ministers approved a 

draft. Earlier drafts included vague definitions of hate speech, which, if not more narrowly defined to specifically 

address incitement to violence, discrimination, or illegality, may end up stifling legitimate expressions of dissent. 

The government continued the practice of shutting down the internet. Following the alleged June 22 coup attempt 

, the prime minister sought to justify a countrywide internet shutdown, which was only completely restored on 

July 2, by telling media that the internet was “neither air nor water.” Earlier in June, the government shut down 

the internet for a week without explanation. 

ARBITRARY DETENTION, IMPUNITY FOR 

PAST ABUSES 

In September, Maekelawi, the police station in the heart of Addis Ababa that for years had been infamous for 

abuse and repression, was opened for the first time to the public after its closure last year. 

While there have been fewer reports of arbitrary arrests overall, there have been ongoing reports of abusive arrests 

of alleged Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) members and their alleged sympathizers in areas of Oromia where there 

has been fighting between suspected members of the previously banned OLF and the military. 

Beyond the arrests of some high-level officials in November 2018, there has been little progress on accountability 

for past abuses. A national reconciliation commission was set up in December 2018 but it has an unclear mandate. 

In Ethiopia’s Somali region, some of those who ran the region’s notorious Jail Ogaden, where torture, rape and 

death were common, have been sentenced for abuses committed under their command; public information on 

these trials was lacking. 

CONFLICT-RELATED INTERNAL 

DISPLACEMENT 

Longstanding grievances over access to land and complex questions of identity and demarcation of internal 

borders on occasion led to abuses, including open conflict between ethnic groups, killings, and large-scale internal 

displacement. 

The number of people internally displaced by conflict remained high; according to the International Organization 

for Migration, 1.6 million people were internally displaced as of July, 66.4 percent due to conflict. The Internal 

Displacement Monitoring Center reported that ethnic clashes in Oromia, Amhara, Somali, and SNNPR regions led 

to 522,000 new displacements in the first half of 2019. 

Between March and May, the government returned approximately 1.5 million internally displaced people to their 

home areas, many still unsafe, including by restricting delivery of humanitarian assistance and demolishing camps 

in areas of displacement. Those that returned often faced secondary displacement due to ongoing insecurity and a 

lack of humanitarian assistance in areas of return. 

The International Committee of the Red Cross, invited back to the Somali region for the first time in 11 years, 

distributed emergency relief assistance in conjunction with the Ethiopian Red Cross to people affected by 

communal violence. 

https://cpj.org/2019/08/authorities-arrest-sidama-media-network-workers-in.php
https://7dnews.com/news/ethiopia-prepares-law-to-stop-false-information-hate-speech
https://7dnews.com/news/ethiopia-prepares-law-to-stop-false-information-hate-speech
https://netblocks.org/reports/internet-shutdown-in-ethiopia-amid-reports-of-attempted-coup-pA5KvNy7
https://netblocks.org/reports/internet-shutdown-in-ethiopia-amid-reports-of-attempted-coup-pA5KvNy7
https://edition.cnn.com/2019/07/15/africa/ethiopia-internet-shutdowns-old-regime/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2019/07/15/africa/ethiopia-internet-shutdowns-old-regime/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2019/07/15/africa/ethiopia-internet-shutdowns-old-regime/index.html
https://www.the-star.co.ke/news/africa/2019-08-02-internets-not-water-ethiopia-pm-defends-blackouts/
https://www.cnn.com/2019/06/18/africa/ethiopia-internet-back-intl/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2019/06/18/africa/ethiopia-internet-back-intl/index.html
https://www.hrw.org/news/2013/10/18/ethiopia-political-detainees-tortured
https://af.reuters.com/article/worldNews/idAFKCN1VR22J
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/01/03/ethiopia-free-political-prisoners-close-prison
https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2019/06/07/two-steps-forward-one-step-back-for-oromia/
https://www.apnews.com/09863def4f734e79bbecc6b3b09c8202
https://chilot.me/2018/12/proclamation-to-establish-reconciliation-commission-draft/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/07/10/interview-inside-what-was-ethiopias-jail-ogaden
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/07/04/we-are-dead/torture-and-other-human-rights-abuses-jail-ogaden-somali-regional
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/07/04/we-are-dead/torture-and-other-human-rights-abuses-jail-ogaden-somali-regional
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/07/10/interview-inside-what-was-ethiopias-jail-ogaden
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/06/24/ethiopia-is-at-a-very-critical-juncture-abiy-bahir-dar/
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2019/mar/14/shadow-falls-over-ethiopia-reforms-warnings-of-crisis-ignored-abiy-ahmed
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/04/09/ethiopia-abiys-first-year-prime-minister-review-conflict-and-internally-displaced
http://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/2019-mid-year-figures_for%20website%20upload.pdf
http://www.internal-displacement.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/2019-mid-year-figures_for%20website%20upload.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/idp_situation_report_june_13_2019_final.pdf
https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports/2018/11/14/the-crisis-below-the-headlines-conflict-displacement-in-ethiopia
https://www.msf.org/constant-cycle-displacement-ethiopia
https://www.msf.org/constant-cycle-displacement-ethiopia
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/idp_situation_report_june_13_2019_final.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/idp_situation_report_june_13_2019_final.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/ethiopia-icrc-returns-somali-region-after-11-years-distributes-emergency-assistance-idps


Complex and politically charged issues surrounding the management of the ongoing expansion of Addis Ababa, 

and clarification of constitutional provisions around Oromia’s “special interest” remain unanswered and a 

growing source of tension. These tensions increased in February when the Oromia regional government 

announced its plans to demolish 12,000 homes “built illegally” on the outskirts of Addis. 

KEY INTERNATIONAL ACTORS 

Ethiopia continued to enjoy strong support from foreign donors and most of its regional neighbors, due to its role 

as host of the African Union, its contributions to United Nations peacekeeping and regional negotiations, regional 

counterterrorism efforts, and migration partnerships with Western countries. 

In October, Prime Minister Abiy was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts to achieve “peace and 

international cooperation,” as a result of the peace agreement signed with Eritrea; yet many of the trickier issues 

around the agreement remain unsettled, including the border demarcation between the two countries. 

Following the ouster of Sudan’s President Omar al-Bashir in April and a breakdown in talks between military and 

civilian parties, the prime minister led efforts to mediate an agreement for a transitional government together with 

the African Union. However, tensions with Egypt over use of the Nile flared. 

In October 2019, the European Union dispersed €7 million (US$7.8 million) of a €10 million (US$10 million) 

electoral support package. At time of writing, no plans for international election monitoring were in place. 

In its 2019 Universal Periodic Review, Ethiopia committed to reviewing outstanding requests from special 

procedures on an individual basis and has since responded favorably to several, marking the first authorized visits 

of mandate holders since 2006. The UN special rapporteur on freedom of expression was due to visit Ethiopia in 

December. A request by the special rapporteur on torture was pending. 

Over 100,000 Ethiopians have been deported from Saudi Arabia, many with no belongings and no money for 

food, transportation, or shelter. Neither the government nor the international community have earmarked adequate 

assistance to provide deportees medical care to help them deal with injuries or psychological trauma resulting 

from abuses faced in Yemen and in Saudi Arabia, shelter them, or aid them to return and reintegrate in their home 

villages. 

 

https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/ethiopia/preventing-further-conflict-and-fragmentation-ethiopia
https://hrworg-my.sharepoint.com/personal/baderl_hrw_org/Documents/HRW/Ethiopia/2019/world%20report/Capture%20SR%20tweet.PNG
https://www.seattletimes.com/nation-world/nation/ethiopia-to-demolish-thousands-of-houses-prompting-anger/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-sudan-politics/ethiopian-african-union-mediation-needs-to-be-unified-sudan-military-council-idUSKCN1TO0SD
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/horn-africa/ethiopia/preventing-further-conflict-and-fragmentation-ethiopia
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/08/15/ethiopians-abused-gulf-migration-route
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