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NO. 14 MARCH 2023   Introduction 

Sustaining Peace in Ethiopia 
The end of the war in the North should be the prelude to 

fundamental governance reforms 

Gerrit Kurtz 

The agreement signed by the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) and the Ethio-

pian government on 2 November 2022 offers a real chance to end one of the bloodiest 

wars in the world. The implementation of the agreement is going well so far. How-

ever, the peace process has brought into focus the question of a stable distribution 

of power within Ethiopia and in the Horn of Africa. The government under Prime 

Minister Abiy Ahmed faces three key challenges. First, it must integrate the TPLF 

and at the same time disengage from the partnership with Eritrea. Second, it must 

rebalance the domestic relationship between the main political actors in order to 

stop the escalating violence in the states of Amhara and Oromia. Finally, it must 

bring together a society divided and impoverished by war. International partners 

should support Ethiopia in addressing these challenges with conditional financial 

assistance and peacebuilding projects. 

 

In January, Federal Foreign Minister Anna-

lena Baerbock and her French counterpart, 

Catherine Colonna, visited Addis Ababa 

together. Their message: European partners 

are willing to intensify their cooperation 

with the Ethiopian government again if the 

peace process in Tigray is credible and, 

above all, if steps are taken to address the 

massive human rights violations. 

Ethiopia’s civil war is the expression of a 

power struggle within the country’s ruling 

elite. In 2018, Prime Minister Abiy had sur-

prisingly won an internal vote in the multi-

party coalition Ethiopian People’s Revolu-

tionary Democratic Front against the can-

didate supported by the TPLF. When Abiy 

formed the new Prosperity Party from the 

old coalition in 2019, the TPLF, which had 

dominated the coalition government for 

27 years, was left out. The TPLF retreated to 

Tigray while Abiy scaled back its influence 

within the government and security appara-

tus and pursued a political and economic 

reform agenda. 

However, the centralist course of Abiy’s 

government ran counter to demands for 

greater ethnic self-determination and 

political participation from communities 

across the country who saw their time had 

come after the TPLF had been set back. The 

2018 transfer of power took place after 

years of protests in the states of Amhara 

and Oromia against Tigray’s dominance in 

Ethiopia. However, the differences between 

https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/aussenpolitik/laenderinformationen/aethiopien-node/baerbock-colonna-ethiopia/2572876
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the government and the TPLF intensified 

the most, and in early November 2020, 

these differences escalated into an armed 

conflict. 

The war was not limited to Tigray; there-

fore, neither can the peace process be. In 

Ethiopia’s most populous states, Oromia 

and Amhara, ethno-nationalist forces have 

gained ground in recent years, fighting 

partly against the state and also against 

each other. 

Abiy’s power base is crumbling as a re-

sult of these fault lines, and no alternative 

centre of power has emerged. At stake is the 

stability – and ultimately even the unity – 

of the Ethiopian state. An optimistic per-

spective, however, is that the peace process 

also offers an opportunity to involve more 

communities, strengthen civil society and 

renegotiate the distribution of power be-

tween the centre and ethnically defined 

federal states that has preoccupied Ethiopia 

for decades. 

Stopping the fighting helps Abiy 
to remain in power 

The “agreement for a lasting peace through 

a permanent cessation of hostilities”, which 

Map 

 

 

https://ethiopian-social-contract.northwestern.pub/part-five/12/
https://addisstandard.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/AU-led-Ethiopia-Peace-Agreement.pdf
https://addisstandard.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/AU-led-Ethiopia-Peace-Agreement.pdf
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the TPLF and the Ethiopian government 

signed in Pretoria, South Africa, and which 

was mediated by the African Union (AU), 

came as quite a surprise. A ceasefire lasting 

about five months in the first half of 2022 

had brought no progress in negotiations. 

The fighting, which had flared up again at 

the end of August, was marked by a particu-

lar degree of cruelty and a massive deploy-

ment of troops. Reports speak of up to one 

million fighters deployed by all sides. In a 

joint offensive, Eritrean troops and the 

Ethiopian National Defence Forces (ENDF) 

captured strategically important towns in 

Tigray and were close to the regional capi-

tal, Mekelle. The TPLF was sceptical about 

the AU as a credible mediator, which had 

delayed the start of peace talks. 

In light of the military situation, the 

Ethiopian government’s rationale in partic-

ular requires explanation. Its opponent, the 

Tigray Defence Forces (TDF), had already 

driven the Ethiopian armed forces out of 

Tigray in guerrilla actions in 2021 and then 

advanced into Amhara and Afar. However, 

the TDF did not manage to reach Addis 

Ababa or the supply routes between the 

economic centre of the country and the 

port in Djibouti. In autumn 2022, the TDF 

also ran out of supplies and ammunition. 

For both sides, the war was associated 

with enormous costs. Estimates put the civil-

ian death toll in Tigray alone at 518,000 at 

the end of 2022. Civilian casualties in Afar 

and Amhara and presumably hundreds of 

thousands of fallen fighters need to be 

added to this count. A total of 600,000–

800,000 fatalities also corresponds with the 

order of magnitude cited by high-ranking 

representatives of the European Union (EU), 

the United States and the AU. Thus, about 

one-tenth of Tigray’s pre-war population 

may have lost their lives in the war, mainly 

due to the lack of medical care and mal-

nutrition. The government blocked humani-

tarian access for months and cut off Tigray’s 

population from electricity, telecommuni-

cations and banking services. 

Abiy probably agreed to the cessation of 

hostilities because it helps to secure his 

own power. A complete military conquest 

of Tigray would probably have meant that 

the government would have had to con-

centrate its armed forces in Tigray perma-

nently in order to prevent possible guerrilla 

actions. The high military expenditure was 

a burden on Ethiopia’s national budget any-

way. It would have become more difficult 

for Abiy to finance public investments, 

which have driven economic growth in the 

last decade and provided opportunities for 

patronage. 

A permanent troop concentration in 

Tigray would also have prevented the 

government from deploying more military 

to the other conflict areas in the country. 

Moreover, this scenario would have further 

increased Abiy’s dependence on Eritrea, 

which had deployed a significant part of 

its forces against the TDF. 

After all, a military end to the war would 

have exposed the government to further 

international pressure. Although it had 

support for its course from the Trump ad-

ministration and AU Commission Chair 

Moussa Faki Mahamat at the beginning of 

the war, this changed later. The United 

States suspended trade privileges under the 

African Growth and Opportunity Act on 

1 January 2022, which hit Ethiopia’s textile 

sector particularly hard. Calls for further 

sanctions intensified in the US Congress. In 

the region, Kenya campaigned for a peace-

ful solution to the war. After AU Special 

Envoy Olusegun Obasanjo failed to make 

progress, the AU expanded the mediation 

panel to include Uhuru Kenyatta, Kenya’s 

ex-president, and Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, 

a former vice-president of South Africa. 

The agreement is working – so far 

The core of the agreement consists of a deal: 

The TPLF has committed to the complete 

disarmament, demobilisation and reinte-

gration of the TDF into civilian life or into 

regular Tigray security forces and to the 

peaceful transfer of control to the police 

and armed forces of the central government. 

In return, the TPLF is to be removed from 

the Ethiopian terror list, humanitarian 

https://www.africa-confidential.com/article/id/14175/Addis_Ababa_and_Tigray_sign_an_uneasy_truce
https://unctad.org/publication/djibouti-city-addis-ababa-transit-and-transport-corridor-turning-diagnostics-action
https://martinplaut.com/2023/01/26/guide-to-the-number-of-deaths-in-the-tigray-war-prof-jan-nyssen-ghent-university/
https://english.elpais.com/international/2023-01-27/ethiopias-forgotten-war-is-the-deadliest-of-the-21st-century-with-around-600000-civilian-deaths.html
https://www.news24.com/news24/africa/news/we-dont-talk-a-lot-about-ethiopia-eu-foreign-policy-chief-says-ukraine-focused-on-more-than-tigray-crisis-20221216
https://www.semafor.com/article/11/19/2022/how-ethiopia-tigray-peace-will-work-obasanjo
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13523260.2022.2091580
https://au.int/en/speeches/20201220/remarks-auc-chairperson-38th-igad-extraordinary-summit
https://au.int/en/speeches/20201220/remarks-auc-chairperson-38th-igad-extraordinary-summit
https://agoa.info/profiles/ethiopia.html
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/3199
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deliveries and basic services for the popu-

lation in Tigray are to be restored and non-

federal troops are to withdraw. 

The most important goal of the agree-

ment was achieved very quickly: an end to 

the fighting between the TDF and the ENDF. 

Both forces withdrew from the front lines. 

For most people in northern Ethiopia, the 

situation improved. Ninety per cent of 

Tigray’s population is dependent on food 

assistance – a large proportion of them 

now have access to aid again. Many towns 

were reconnected to the electricity grid in 

December. Banks reopened, telecommuni-

cations and internet connections were 

restored. Ethiopian Airlines resumed direct 

flights between Mekelle and Addis Ababa. 

But the quality of infrastructure is often 

still weak, and some areas remain barely 

accessible to humanitarian agencies, espe-

cially those off of major roads and on the 

border with Eritrea. There are 2.3 million 

children out of school in Tigray alone, more 

than half of them for more than two years. 

Reconstruction will take a long time. 

Close partnership with Eritrea 

A sticking point in the peace process re-

mains how to deal with those armed actors 

who were not present at the peace negotia-

tions, primarily Eritrea and groups from 

Amhara. 

For Abiy, Eritrean President Isaias Af-

werki was an important ally in his power 

struggle against the TPLF. Isaias has har-

boured deep hostility towards the TPLF ever 

since the border war over the town of 

Badme in northern Tigray (1998–2000). Al-

though the Ethiopian government occupied 

the territory awarded to Eritrea by an 

international border commission after the 

war, Eritrea became increasingly isolated 

internationally. When it became known 

that the government in Asmara was sup-

porting Al-Shabaab in Somalia, the United 

Nations (UN) Security Council, at Ethiopia’s 

instigation, imposed sanctions and an arms 

embargo on Eritrea in 2009. The alleged 

threat posed by the TPLF – Ethiopia’s rul-

ing party at the time – was used by Isaias 

to justify the introduction of indefinite mili-

tary and labour service, which conscripts 

Eritrean men and women alike. 

The July 2018 agreement between Eritrea 

and Ethiopia, which earned Abiy the Nobel 

Peace Prize a year later, brought little last-

ing progress in the border region. Neverthe-

less, it strengthened security and intelli-

gence cooperation between the two govern-

ments and led to the lifting of UN sanctions. 

As relations between the TPLF and Abiy 

deteriorated, the peace agreement turned 

into a war pact. Months before the war be-

gan, Abiy moved military forces to Tigray. 

Eritrea organised training for 60,000 troops 

from Amhara state (according to the federal 

constitution, Ethiopian states have their 

own security forces). 

Isaias accordingly views the peace pro-

cess between the TPLF and the Ethiopian 

government with great scepticism. Even 

though Eritrean troop movements from 

some Tigray towns were reported as with-

drawing in January, Eritrean military units 

are arguably still present in some areas of 

Tigray, in addition to special forces from 

other Ethiopian federal states, especially 

from Amhara. Eritrean and Amharic troops 

are blamed for attacks on civilians, includ-

ing sexual violence, kidnapping and loot-

ing. Between the beginning of November 

and the end of December 2022 alone, sev-

eral thousand people are said to have been 

killed. 

In contrast, the senior military com-

manders of the two conflict parties had 

agreed at a follow-up meeting 10 days after 

the Pretoria agreement in Nairobi that all 

non-ENDF troops should withdraw “concur-

rently” with the disarmament of the TDF. 

To monitor compliance with the agreement, 

the AU set up a monitoring and verification 

mechanism led by Major General Stephan 

Radina from Kenya. This began its work at 

the end of December and confirmed on 

10 January 2023 that the TDF had handed 

over most of its heavy weapons to the ENDF, 

including tanks and artillery. However, the 

AU team has not yet reported the with-

drawal of non-ENDF troops from Tigray. 

https://reliefweb.int/attachments/06b55d76-5c71-411f-aa73-79793055b2bb/Ethiopia%20-%20Situation%20Report%2C%202%20Feb%202023.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/attachments/06b55d76-5c71-411f-aa73-79793055b2bb/Ethiopia%20-%20Situation%20Report%2C%202%20Feb%202023.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/attachments/06b55d76-5c71-411f-aa73-79793055b2bb/Ethiopia%20-%20Situation%20Report%2C%202%20Feb%202023.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/attachments/06b55d76-5c71-411f-aa73-79793055b2bb/Ethiopia%20-%20Situation%20Report%2C%202%20Feb%202023.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/attachments/06b55d76-5c71-411f-aa73-79793055b2bb/Ethiopia%20-%20Situation%20Report%2C%202%20Feb%202023.pdf
https://pca-cpa.org/en/cases/99/
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/Erit%20Djibou%20S%20RES%201907.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/Erit%20Djibou%20S%20RES%201907.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/08/08/they-are-making-us-slaves-not-educating-us/how-indefinite-conscription-restricts
https://horninstitute.org/the-tigray-conflict-and-the-role-of-eritrea/
https://horninstitute.org/the-tigray-conflict-and-the-role-of-eritrea/
https://shabait.com/2018/07/09/joint-declaration-of-peace-and-friendship-between-eritrea-and-ethiopia/
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2444.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/15/world/africa/ethiopia-abiy-ahmed-nobel-war.html?action=click&module=RelatedLinks&pgtype=Article
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/15/world/africa/ethiopia-abiy-ahmed-nobel-war.html?action=click&module=RelatedLinks&pgtype=Article
https://www.voanews.com/a/eritrean-forces-begin-withdrawal-as-ethiopia-tigray-peace-agreement-holds-/6898071.html
https://apnews.com/article/politics-ethiopia-government-eritrea-business-50d9739687f39efb780273884f12b890
https://apnews.com/article/politics-ethiopia-government-eritrea-business-50d9739687f39efb780273884f12b890
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2023/02/16/Ethiopia-Tigray-Amhara-peace-minorities
https://tghat.com/2023/01/08/tigray-emergency-coordination-center-operational-update/
https://tghat.com/2023/01/08/tigray-emergency-coordination-center-operational-update/
https://tghat.com/2023/01/08/tigray-emergency-coordination-center-operational-update/
https://tghat.com/2023/01/08/tigray-emergency-coordination-center-operational-update/
https://addisstandard.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Executive-Declaration.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w7MRuJxf85Y
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/tigray-forces-begin-handing-over-heavy-weapons-ethiopian-army-2023-01-10/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/tigray-forces-begin-handing-over-heavy-weapons-ethiopian-army-2023-01-10/
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Domestic tensions 

The ceasefire agreement offers indications 

for the peace process going forward, but it 

does not contain a comprehensive settle-

ment of longer-term conflicts. Abiy’s chal-

lenge is to make concessions to the TPLF in 

the peace process without putting too much 

strain on his other domestic alliances. 

First, there is the future role of the TPLF 

in Ethiopian politics. The agreement fore-

sees the formation of an inclusive interim 

administration for Tigray after the delisting 

of the TPLF as a terrorist organisation. It is 

considered likely that the TPLF will achieve 

a broad majority in the as of yet unsched-

uled elections for the regional parliament 

and for the representation of Tigray in the 

Ethiopian parliament. The question is 

whether the TPLF will allow itself to be 

integrated into Abiy’s government, whether 

it will withdraw to an opposition role or 

whether it will allow itself to be perma-

nently reduced to a purely regional party. 

At the same time, the TPLF must also strive 

for a more open and inclusive style of gov-

ernment in Tigray itself, which opposition 

parties there are already calling for. 

Abiy is encountering scepticism from 

Amhara about the peace process with the 

TPLF. Amhara were themselves victims of 

mass atrocities committed by the TDF, in-

cluding sexual violence and looting of civil-

ian infrastructure. Amharic leaders have 

therefore advocated for accountability of 

the TDF’s abuses and remain cautious about 

the possible involvement of the TPLF in the 

federal government. 

Abiy will also have to perform a balanc-

ing act with regard to areas in West and 

South Tigray, which Amharic units occupied 

together with the ENDF at the beginning 

of the war (see map). In doing so, they dis-

placed a large portion of the Tigrinya popu-

lation in a campaign that a comprehensive 

report by Human Rights Watch and Amnes-

ty International described as ethnic cleans-

ing. The Amharic side points out that the 

TPLF had annexed the areas to the state of 

Tigray in the early 1990s and in turn dis-

placed Amharic residents. The ceasefire 

agreement only stipulates that the affilia-

tion of these areas is to be settled within 

the framework of the constitution. The 

Ethiopian government is likely to try to 

delay a final decision on the status of the 

disputed areas as long as possible in order 

to avoid having to choose between the 

peace partner TPLF and allies from Amhara. 

Finally, the government has been trying 

since mid-2022 to curb the influence of 

irregular Amharic militias, the Fano, with 

whom it had cooperated during the war. 

They are accused of massive human rights 

violations. At one point numbering several 

tens of thousands, the Fano threaten the 

government’s monopoly on the use of 

violence. They are also active in Oromia. 

Escalation in Oromia 

Potentially the most explosive situation for 

Abiy and Ethiopia’s stability is no longer 

the conflict in Tigray, but conflicts in 

Oromia and tensions between Oromos and 

Amhara. The peace process with the TPLF 

could have both positive and negative 

effects on the government’s handling of 

these conflicts. The root cause is ultimately 

the same, namely the distribution of power 

between regions and the centre. 

Although they are the largest ethnic 

group in the country, accounting for about 

one-third of the population, Oromos have 

never had a leading role in Ethiopia’s his-

tory. Large parts of today’s Oromia state 

only became part of the Ethiopian empire 

in the second half of the 19th century. 

Abiy himself comes from Oromia, where 

he worked in the regional government. 

However, many young people who were 

drivers of the pre-2018 reform protests see 

Abiy’s unitarism as a return to accommoda-

tion with Amharic-style centralism. 

Operating at the end of Oromia’s nation-

alist spectrum is the Oromo Liberation 

Army (OLA), an armed group that split from 

the decades-old Oromo Liberation Front 

(OLF) in 2018. The OLF signed a peace agree-

ment with Abiy’s government in 2018 that 

the OLA subsequently rejected. In 2021, the 

https://addisstandard.com/news-three-tigrayan-opposition-political-parties-invalidate-committee-to-lead-establishment-of-interim-admin-in-tigray/
https://addisstandard.com/news-three-tigrayan-opposition-political-parties-invalidate-committee-to-lead-establishment-of-interim-admin-in-tigray/
https://addisstandard.com/news-three-tigrayan-opposition-political-parties-invalidate-committee-to-lead-establishment-of-interim-admin-in-tigray/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/02/ethiopia-tigrayan-forces-murder-rape-and-pillage-in-attacks-on-civilians-in-amhara-towns/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/04/06/crimes-against-humanity-and-ethnic-cleansing-ethiopias-western-tigray-zone#_Toc100057514
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/04/06/crimes-against-humanity-and-ethnic-cleansing-ethiopias-western-tigray-zone#_Toc100057514
https://borkena.com/2022/04/11/amhara-regional-state-statement-on-amnesty-hrw-joint-report/
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2022/may/30/more-than-4000-arrested-in-amhara-as-ethiopia-cracks-down-on-militia
https://www.theafricareport.com/210237/ethiopias-new-rift-amhara-vs-abiy/
https://www.theafricareport.com/210237/ethiopias-new-rift-amhara-vs-abiy/
https://addisstandard.com/news-district-court-judge-dozens-of-civilians-killed-entire-residents-of-a-district-displaced-in-attacks-blamed-on-fano-militants-in-east-wollega/
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OLA allied itself with the TPLF. After various 

phases of ups and downs, violence escalated 

again in November 2022, with clashes be-

tween the OLA and Fano militias and regu-

lar ENDF units, in addition to attacks on 

civilian infrastructure. Oromos are con-

cerned that the Fano could occupy land 

that they consider Amharic, just as they did 

in Tigray. Land conflicts between Oromos 

and Amhara are thus politicised by armed 

groups from both sides. Hundreds of thou-

sands of people have already fled from 

Oromia to Amhara. 

The violence in Oromia is different from 

the conflict with the TPLF, but still serious. 

The OLA is probably too small, fragmented 

and ill-equipped to conquer larger cities or 

even Addis Ababa, even though it some-

times fights up to 25 kilometres from the 

capital (see map). The larger consequence 

of their actions is the climate of insecurity 

in an economically important region of the 

country. The German ambassador to Ethio-

pia, for example, has already expressed his 

concerns about attacks on investors in 

Oromia. Ethiopia’s main supply links with 

the port of Djibouti also run through 

Oromia. 

If the conflict between armed groups of 

Amhara and Oromia escalates, this could 

have serious consequences for the unity 

and governability of Ethiopia. At present, 

this scenario still seems unlikely, not least 

because the political actors in both states 

are much more heterogeneous than in 

Tigray. 

However, the peace process in the north 

could also serve as a model for Oromia. 

Around 80 members of parliament from 

Abiy’s party in Oromia have already called 

on him to enter into peace negotiations 

with the OLA. The government has so far 

rejected negotiations, citing the fragmented 

leadership structure of the OLA, which – 

like the TPLF – is listed as a terrorist group. 

More recently, however, Abiy has shown 

himself to be more open to negotiations. 

Holding the country together 

The armed conflicts are being fuelled by a 

polarised society and an economy in crisis. 

Although Abiy’s government is not current-

ly in danger of being overthrown by an in-

surgency or voted out in elections, it needs 

to consolidate its position and unite society. 

Politicians and other public actors have 

exacerbated ethnic polarisation during the 

war. Prime Minister Abiy himself referred 

to the TPLF in July 2021 as a “weed” and a 

“cancer” that needed to be eradicated. 

While the government stressed that it dis-

tinguished between the people of Tigray 

and the TPLF, there were dehumanising 

statements on social media towards the 

people of Tigray in general, as Alice Wairi-

mu Nderitu, the UN Special Adviser on the 

Prevention of Genocide, warned in October 

2022. From the perspective of many people 

in Tigray, Abiy’s government stands for 

genocide against Tigray. 

One answer to the polarisation in society 

can possibly be provided by the national 

dialogue that the government initiated with 

the establishment of a commission in 

December 2021. For this to be effective, 

opposition forces – not least the TPLF and 

parties from Oromia – would have to par-

ticipate. So far, many perceive the process 

as being too one-sided and dominated by 

the government. In addition, the govern-

ment would have to stop restricting access 

to media. If the national dialogue became 

more inclusive and independent – possibly 

also thanks to German support for a multi-

track dialogue that has been ongoing for 

some time – it could provide an important 

platform to address fundamental social and 

political issues. 

Looking at recent Ethiopian history, con-

flict researcher Semir Yusuf argues that 

neither protest movements nor violent 

resistance have led to Ethiopia’s democratic 

transformation. Instead, what is needed for 

genuine democratisation is greater indepen-

dence of institutions and stronger party 

structures. 

Last but not least, Ethiopia’s economy 

and public finances have suffered enor-

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-63710783
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-63710783
https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/ethiopia-situation-report-2-feb-2023
https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/ethiopia-situation-report-2-feb-2023
https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/28630/
https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/28630/
https://addisstandard.com/news-lawmakers-from-oromia-region-request-tigray-peace-deal-redo-between-govt-ola-armed-group/
https://addisstandard.com/news-lawmakers-from-oromia-region-request-tigray-peace-deal-redo-between-govt-ola-armed-group/
https://www.facebook.com/AmharaMediaCorporation/posts/pfbid02jrNgNHshKgBAddEKdwsCbWWzbogTK28pmpUk3ZiZDkmjfEutUKMW2tZSTnC21UxMl
https://mereja.com/index/430623
https://allafrica.com/stories/202107190826.html
https://allafrica.com/stories/202107190826.html
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/SA-Statement-on-Ethiopia.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/SA-Statement-on-Ethiopia.pdf
https://berghof-foundation.org/work/projects/supporting-multi-track-dialogue-in-ethiopia
https://issafrica.org/research/monographs/ethiopias-democratic-predicaments-statesociety-dynamics-and-the-balance-of-power
https://issafrica.org/research/monographs/ethiopias-democratic-predicaments-statesociety-dynamics-and-the-balance-of-power
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mously. The government estimates that the 

financial need for reconstruction in the 

war-torn areas in Tigray, Afar and Amhara 

is around US$ 20 billion. At the same time, 

the national budget is running a high 

deficit due to elevated military spending 

and an economic downturn. If access to 

financial resources continues to tighten, it 

is likely to become more difficult for the 

government to co-opt key elites. With 

currency reserves lower than one month’s 

external payment obligations, the rating 

agency Fitch has already warned of an 

increased credit default risk for Ethiopia. 

In addition to the war, the economy is 

still suffering from the aftermath of the 

Covid-19 pandemic and the increase in 

fertiliser and energy prices in the wake of 

Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine. 

The population is feeling the conse-

quences. The annual inflation rate was 33.9 

per cent in December 2022 – the third 

highest in Africa. Due to the armed con-

flicts and a regional drought due to the 

failure of five rainy seasons in a row to 

materialise, 28.6 million people have 

become dependent on humanitarian aid. 

The government is therefore urgently 

seeking a debt adjustment programme and 

financial support from the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF). The IMF had post-

poned such talks due to the renewed out-

break of fighting in 2022. 

European support needs prudence 

Baerbock and Colonna also placed their 

visit to Ethiopia in the current geopolitical 

context. Standing in front of sacks of wheat 

donated by Ukraine and financed by the 

two governments, the German Foreign 

Minister justified the aid with the aim of 

“not letting the people of Ethiopia also be-

come victims of Russia’s war of aggression”. 

This narrative has not caught on in 

Ethiopia, whose relations with Russia and 

China have become even closer since the 

start of the Tigray war. Both partners held a 

protective hand over Ethiopia’s government 

in the UN Security Council. China is the 

largest source of foreign investment in 

Ethiopia. 

Instead, Baerbock’s statement attests to 

the risk of ignoring the specific context of 

the country, Africa’s second-largest by 

population, in favour of a pro-government 

narrative by focusing on the geopolitical 

competition for influence. In addition to 

the climate change-induced drought, mil-

lions of people in Ethiopia are food-insecure 

because of the war at home and the previous 

humanitarian blockade by Abiy’s govern-

ment. In February, Abiy even launched 

wheat exports to bring in much-needed 

foreign currency. 

An uncritical engagement by Europe to 

recover ground from its geopolitical rivals 

Russia and China could be counterproduc-

tive. It was not least the excessive inter-

national enthusiasm at the beginning of 

Abiy’s reform course that encouraged the 

prime minister to follow his uncompromis-

ing course towards the TPLF. 

The Tigray war did not lead the German 

government to put its preferred partnership 

with the government of Ethiopia on ice. At 

the end of 2020, it suspended the pledged 

reform financing but maintained Ethiopia’s 

status as a reform partner country of Ger-

man development cooperation. Chancellor 

Angela Merkel promoted German invest-

ment at her Africa Summit in August 2021, 

which Abiy also attended. It was not until 

January 2023 – in the course of the new 

Africa Strategy of the Federal Ministry for 

Economic Cooperation and Development 

(BMZ) – that Development Minister Svenja 

Schulze announced that the reform partner-

ships would be phased out as an instrument. 

At the end of December 2022, the EU 

member states spelt out their conditions for 

a gradual resumption of budget support, 

which was also suspended by the EU. These 

are 1) progress in implementing the cease-

fire agreement, 2) unimpeded humanitar-

ian access and 3) addressing the massive 

human rights violations. In particular, 

there has been progress in the first two 

areas, such as disarming the TDF and deliv-

ering aid to large parts of Tigray. In early 

February 2023, Abiy met TPLF representa-

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LTUG-YuExUc
https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/30017/
https://www.thereporterethiopia.com/30017/
https://www.fitchratings.com/research/sovereigns/correction-fitch-downgrades-ethiopia-to-ccc-removes-from-uco-03-01-2023
https://www.fitchratings.com/research/sovereigns/correction-fitch-downgrades-ethiopia-to-ccc-removes-from-uco-03-01-2023
https://www.fitchratings.com/research/sovereigns/correction-fitch-downgrades-ethiopia-to-ccc-removes-from-uco-03-01-2023
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2022/06/21/pr22216-ethiopia-imf-staff-visit-discusses-reform-plans-and-economic-developments-in-ethiopia
https://newbusinessethiopia.com/economy/ethiopia-food-inflation-slightly-decreases/
https://reliefweb.int/attachments/22b19cd1-a60a-4d9e-bde1-bd82a95009e8/GHO-2023-EN_FINAL.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/exclusive-ethiopia-debt-relief-delay-partly-due-civil-war-state-finmin-2022-10-15/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/exclusive-ethiopia-debt-relief-delay-partly-due-civil-war-state-finmin-2022-10-15/
https://www.tagesschau.de/ausland/afrika/baerbock-aethiopien-107.html
https://www.tagesschau.de/ausland/afrika/baerbock-aethiopien-107.html
https://www.lse.ac.uk/iga/assets/documents/research-and-publications/FDI-in-Ethiopia-Crescenzi-Limodio.pdf
https://www.lse.ac.uk/iga/assets/documents/research-and-publications/FDI-in-Ethiopia-Crescenzi-Limodio.pdf
https://www.fanabc.com/english/pm-abiy-ahmed-launches-ethiopias-wheat-export/
https://www.fanabc.com/english/pm-abiy-ahmed-launches-ethiopias-wheat-export/
https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2023-02/Clingendael_Alert_Ethiopia_Europes_reengagement_with_Ethiopia.pdf
https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/2023-02/Clingendael_Alert_Ethiopia_Europes_reengagement_with_Ethiopia.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13523260.2022.2091580
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13523260.2022.2091580
https://www.bmz.de/de/laender/aethiopien
https://www.zeit.de/zustimmung?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.zeit.de%2Fnews%2F2021-08%2F27%2Fmerkel-fuer-investitionen-fuer-erneuerbare-energien-in-afrika
https://vimeo.com/576748961
https://www.bmz.de/de/aktuelles/afrika-strategie-veranstaltungen
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2022/12/22/ethiopia-statement-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-eu/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2022/12/22/ethiopia-statement-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-eu/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/ethiopian-pm-meets-tigray-region-leaders-first-time-since-peace-deal-2023-02-03/


SWP Comment 14 
March 2023 

8 

tives in person for the first time since the 

war began. 

The EU has not publicly clarified what 

exactly the condition for accountability 

entails. It is true that the Ethiopian govern-

ment rejects the International Commission 

of Human Rights Experts for Ethiopia, which 

the UN Human Rights Council established 

at the end of 2021. However, the Ethiopian 

Human Rights Commission continues to 

work with the Office of the UN High Com-

missioner for Human Rights on the issue of 

accountability. In addition, the Ethiopian 

Ministry of Justice published a green paper 

on transitional justice. 

Germany and its European partners 

should do what they can to support the 

peace process, which is rightly driven pri-

marily by the Ethiopian parties to the con-

flict. Concrete projects for stabilisation and 

peacebuilding are important for this. How-

ever, Germany should also work to ensure 

that the media, civil society and academia 

in Ethiopia are given greater freedom. Tran-

sitional justice and reconciliation should 

remain on the agenda without prescribing 

specific mechanisms. In any case, the Ger-

man government should also continue its 

support for the Ethiopian Human Rights 

Commission and the Election Commission. 

In the course of their gradual normalisa-

tion of relations with Ethiopia, Germany 

and its European partners should pay closer 

attention to the root causes of the violence, 

not only in Tigray but also in Oromia and 

Amhara. For this, they do not need to 

change the conditions they have already 

set, but they need to focus more on trans-

parency, population orientation, broad 

inclusivity and government accountability. 

This is especially true for reconstruction aid 

and for the modalities of a new IMF pro-

gramme and debt reduction under the G20 

Common Framework. A new government 

palace and housing complex in Addis 

Ababa, whose total cost is almost equal to 

the entire national budget, albeit financed 

from private and Arab sources, sends the 

wrong signal here. 

If Ethiopia wants to achieve sustainable 

peace and stability, it needs a more inclu-

sive political system. The peace process 

with the TPLF and its critical-constructive 

support from international partners can be 

the starting point for corresponding long-

term progress. 

Dr Gerrit Kurtz is an Associate in the Africa and Middle East Research Division at SWP. 
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