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Glossary

ASF Ambhara Special Forces, regional paramilitary police force

Awraja Imperial sub-provincial administrative unit

Derg The military junta that overthrew Ethiopian emperor Haile
Selassie and ruled present-day Ethiopia and Eritrea from
197410 1991

EHRC Ethiopian Human Rights Commission

ENDF Ethiopian National Defense Forces

EPRDF Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front

ETB Ethiopian birr, calculated at 1 equal’s approximately $40
US dollars as of March 2021

Fano Irregular Amhara militia

IDPs Internally displaced persons

IOM International Organization for Migration

Kebele “Neighborhood” in Amharic and references the smallest
administrative subdivision at the neighborhood level

Militia Armed community security that are not part of the regional
police force, but which have played a role in Ethiopia’s
internal security at the local, community level

MSF Médecins Sans Frontiéres (Doctors Without Borders)

NDRMC National Disaster Risk Management Commission

OCHA United Nations Office for the Coordination of

Humanitarian Affairs




ODP

Oromo Democratic Party

OHCHR

United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for

Human Rights

Prosperity Party

A political party in Ethiopia that was established on
December 1, 2019, to replace the former ruling coalition
the Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF)

Salug “Salug” is a term used to describe laborers, smugglers,
and bandits in Sudan and in some parts of Ethiopia,
including Western Tigray

TDF Tigray Defense Forces

Tekeze River

Also referred to as Setit Riverin Sudan, crosses several
points in Tigray region, marking the border with Eritrea
and at points, Sudan, and delineates the West Tigray Zone

from the Northwestern Zone in Tigray

TPLF Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front

TSF Tigrayan Special Forces, a regional paramilitary police
force

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, or UN

refugee agency

Welkait, Wolkait, or Walqgayt

An administrative district located in northwestern
Ethiopia. Since 1992 “Welkait” encompasses a district
located within the Tigray region. The term may also
informally be used to refer to a wide swath of territory now
bordering Sudan to the west, Eritrea to the north, and
Ambhara region to the south. During the imperial era, the
districts that make up the area of Western Tigray,

including Welkait, fell under the Semien sub-province




Walgayte, Welkitae, Wolkatot

Refers to a group of people historically inhabiting the
highland areas of Welkait, who speak Tigrinya and

Amharic

Woyane

A word in Tigrinya (language spoken in Ethiopia’s Tigray
region and in Eritrea) connoting “resistance.” The uprising
against Haile Selassie in 1941 was known as the first
Woyane rebellion, and the resistance against the Derg as
the second. The term has been frequently associated with
the TPLF, including after the TPLF began claiming to be

heirs to the first Woyane rebellion

WFP

World Food Program

Woreda

District level administrative unit




Map of Western Tigray
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Summary

Goitom, a 42-year-old ethnic Tigrayan farmer, lived in Adi Goshu, a town in Western Tigray,
a large and fertile district known for growing sesame, sorghum, and cotton in Ethiopia’s
northern Tigray region. On January 17, 2021, he watched helplessly from his home as
Amhara Special Forces and local militias beat up and detained Tigrayans in his town.
Tigrayans had already faced months of intimidation by local authorities and Amhara
security forces, and so Goitom ran to a nearby forest to escape the latest onslaught until
the situation subsided. He waited a day and then called his relatives back in Adi Goshu,
who informed him that the forces had rounded up dozens of Tigrayans and summarily

executed them at the Tekeze bridge. He said:

Our numbers were decreasing by the day. After the Tekeze incident
happened, Tigrayans left in big numbers. There was nothing to live for. We
were not part of the town; it was taken over by other people. We were not

allowed to live.

Fearful for his life if he remained, Goitom, like thousands of other Tigrayans who were
forced to flee — others were simply expelled from the territory — headed east across the
Tekeze River to northwestern Tigray to escape Amhara authorities and regional security
forces. Far from the world’s attention, Goitom was among the first wave of Tigrayans
fleeing abuses in the Western Tigray Zone — waves that have recurred while the conflict,

and the world’s attention, has moved on.

Since the outbreak of armed conflict on November 4, 2020, — pitting forces aligned with
Ethiopia’s federal government against those affiliated with Tigray’s regional government
led by the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) — hundreds of thousands of Tigrayans

living in Western Tigray have been displaced from their homes through threats,

intimidation, and a campaign of violence and forcible removal.

In communities across the region, Amhara security forces acting under newly appointed
Amhara and Walgayte officials have been responsible for extrajudicial executions, rape
and other acts of sexual violence. The widespread pillage of crops and livestock, and the

looting and occupation of Tigrayan homes, destroyed sources of livelihood. Tigrayans have
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faced mass arrest and prolonged arbitrary detention in formal and informal detention sites
where detainees were killed, tortured, and ill-treated. Regional authorities have also
imposed discriminatory rules that deny Tigrayans basic services and access to
humanitarian aid, and measures that seem designed to suppress their rights and presence
from the area. Tigrayans endured ethnic-based slurs that targeted their Tigrayan identity
and were banned from speaking their language, Tigrinya. People with disabilities and older

people have been especially affected.

This report is based on 427 interviews and other research conducted between December
2020 and March 2022 by Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, as well as
previous research used for background and context. The organizations found that since
November 2020 in Western Tigray, civilian authorities, and Amhara regional security
forces, with the acquiescence and possible participation of Ethiopian federal forces,
committed numerous grave abuses as part of a widespread and systematic attack against
the Tigrayan civilian population that amount to crimes against humanity as well as war
crimes. These crimes include murder, enforced disappearances, torture, deportation or
forcible transfer, rape, sexual slavery and other sexual violence, persecution, unlawful

imprisonment, possible extermination, and other inhumane acts.

Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch found that Amhara regional officials and
regional special forces and militias, with federal forces’ complicity, are responsible for the
ethnic cleansing of Tigrayans from Western Tigray. Although not a formal legal term or a
recognized crime under international law, “ethnic cleansing” was defined by the final
report of the United Nations Commission of Experts on the former Yugoslavia as a
purposeful policy by an ethnic or religious group to remove, by violent and terror-inspiring
means, the civilian population of another ethnic or religious group from certain geographic
areas. As this report makes clear, the campaign of ethnic cleansing in Western Tigray was
conducted through resort to serious human rights violations and violations of international

humanitarian law, including war crimes and crimes against humanity.

Simmering tensions in Western Tigray and rights abuses over many years, mainly by Tigray
regional security forces against ethnic Amharas and Walgaytes (Tigrinya and Amharic-
speaking people historically inhabiting the highland areas of Western Tigray) served as a
backdrop for the eventual physical violence and expulsion of Tigrayan communities from

the area. The takeover by Amhara regional officials of Western Tigray Zone — an
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administrative area bordering Sudan to the west, Eritrea to the north, and neighboring
Amhara region to the south — represents a violent reversal of changes to Ethiopia’s

contested internal boundaries enacted by the TPLF-led Ethiopian federal government

in1992.

At that time, Ethiopia’s internal boundaries were redrawn following the recommendations
of a government boundary commission, and the districts that make up Western Tigray,
which previously fell under the administrative authority of the former Begemdir province,
were incorporated into the Tigray regional state. Ever since, Amhara activists living in the
Western Tigray Zone, and in the Amhara region, resisted the government decision. In
response, the government suppressed, at times through violence and force, those
attempting to assert their Amhara identity in the territory and raise their claims with the
regional and federal government. The outbreak of conflict, in November 2020, brought
these longstanding and unaddressed grievances to the fore: Amhara regional forces, along
with Ethiopian federal forces, seized these territories and displaced Tigrayan civilians in a
brutal ethnic cleansing campaign.

Abuses during the military offensive’s initial stages, early November 2020

When the armed conflict started on November 4, 2020, fierce fighting, initially centered on
the Western Tigray administrative Zone, and pitted Tigrayan forces against Ethiopian
National Defense Forces (ENDF) and allied forces from the Amhara region — including
Amhara regional police special forces (ASF), Amhara militias, and irregular militia known
as “Fanos.” Federal and allied forces shelled towns and villages, including Humera town
from the Eritrean border. Tigrayan forces detained and allegedly summarily executed
suspected government informants in the course of fighting but were quickly pushed out of
Western Tigray.

Within about 10 days, the Ethiopian federal forces and allied forces perpetrated numerous
abuses amounting to war crimes against Tigrayan communities throughout the Zone.
Forces destroyed villages and settlements, looted property, livestock, and harvests, and
subjected Tigrayan civilians, suspected TPLF sympathizers, and local Tigrayan militia
members, to extrajudicial executions, arbitrary detentions, and torture and otherill-
treatment. These abuses drove tens of thousands of Tigrayans to flee to neighboring

Sudan to the west, and central Tigray to the east.
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Mai Kadra, a town near the border with Sudan, was the site of the first publicly reported
large-scale massacre. Starting from mid-afternoon on November g, Tigrayan militia and
local residents brutally beat, stabbed, and hacked with knives, machetes, and axes,
scores of Amhara civilians. Later that same evening, Amhara attackers retaliated, killing
and injuring Tigrayans. The violence left approximately 229 people dead. An additional 100
people, primarily Amhara residents and laborers, who had been injured were brought to
nearby hospitals and health centers. A joint investigation by the Ethiopian Human Rights
Commission (EHRC) and the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR) similarly found that more than 200 people were killed.

After federal and allied forces took control of Mai Kadra on November 10, Amhara Special
Forces and militias, over the following days, targeted Tigrayans in a wave of revenge
killings. The Tigrayan residents who had not fled were detained in official and makeshift
detention facilities. Tigrayan property was pillaged and occupied, while security forces
obstructed the provision of relief to detained Tigrayan residents before organizing their

eventual expulsion from West Tigray in late December 2020.

The November g massacre in Mai Kadra was uniquely tied to a combination of local
factors, including preexisting tensions in the town among and between residents and
laborers from out of town, the proximity of the town to fast-evolving fighting between the
warring parties, and widespread rumors. Differing accounts of what occurred during the
massacre fueled further hatred, mutual fear, and mistrust well beyond the town. Accounts
of the massacre served as a tool of mobilization to support and justify war efforts by
federal and Amhara regional authorities. In other places in Western Tigray, the accounts of
what had transpired in Mai Kadra precipitated revenge attacks on Tigrayans. The
persecution of Tigrayans in the town, in the days after November 9, including the targeted
killings, the looting, the mass detentions, and the subsequent organized expulsion of the
town’s Tigrayan population, would repeat as a pattern and unfold across the territory in the

year that followed.

Abuses in Western Tigray from November 2020 to June 2021

For the many Tigrayan men, women, and children who remained behind in Western Tigray,
the abuses did not stop after federal and allied forces established control of the Zone. The

Amhara regional authorities took over the administration of the area, which until now
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remains under their authority. Interim authorities were also drawn from the local Walgayte

and Amhara community in Western Tigray, as well as from the Amhara region.

The newly appointed authorities imposed a regime of ethnically targeted restrictions on
movement and access to farmland, as well as on speaking Tigrinya — the local language of
Tigrayans. Tigrayan residents described how newly appointed authorities and security
forces in Western Tigray restricted, and at times outright blocked, their access to the
critical aid that was available. Amhara and Fano militias, in some cases alongside non-
Tigrayan residents and Eritrean federal forces, pillaged crops and tens of thousands of
livestock — the backbone of economic survival and livelihoods of the largely farming
communities in the area — leaving Tigrayans with little to survive on, and no choice but to

leave. Authorities and security forces began detaining Tigrayans by the thousands.

In several towns, including Humera, Ruwassa, Adi Goshu, Adebai, and Baeker, the plans to
remove Tigrayans from the area were a matter of public discussions and displays. Local
administrators openly discussed such plans during public town meetings. Signs were
displayed demanding that Tigrayans depart, and pamphlets distributed issuing Tigrayans
a 24-hour or 72-hour ultimatum to leave or be killed. Interim authorities and security force
officials repeated slogans such as “Tigrayans belong east of the Tekeze River,” and “This is

Amhara land,” further underscoring that Tigrayans were being pushed out.

On January 17, 2021, Fano militia and local Walgayte and Amhara residents rounded up
dozens of male Tigrayan residents of Adi Goshu. Amhara Special Forces (ASF) took about
60 of them to the Tekeze River bridge that same day, and summarily executed them. This is
the massacre Goitom escaped from. Residents and the few survivors believed the killings
were a revenge attack after ASF forces suffered heavy losses during fighting with Tigrayan
forces near the river the previous night. The persecution of Tigrayans in Adi Goshu
escalated in the aftermath of the massacre, prompting a mass exodus from the town. For
several weeks, Tigrayans who fled across the Tekeze bridge could see the bodies, which

had remained unburied, and served as a terrifying reminder of the atrocities committed.

Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch found that the authorities in Western
Tigray deprived Tigrayan communities of resources key to their survival, and coerced

people to depart for Sudan or other parts of Tigray. In some places, local authorities
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provided the means to forcibly remove Tigrayans from the area, organizing the trucks or
buses that took Tigrayans from their homes or places of detention to the Tekeze bridge,
the crossing marking the limits of the area newly under the Amhara authorities’ control.
Before allowing Tigrayans to cross, Amhara security forces manning the final checkpoint on
the bridge confiscated their identification cards and the property documents that linked
them to land in Western Tigray, warning them not to return. They also prevented Tigrayans

who were fleeing the violence in other parts of Tigray from entering Western Tigray.

The forcible displacement escalated during late February and March and led to a surge in
the numbers of internally displaced Tigrayans in towns east of the Tekeze River, such as
Shire, Sheraro, and Axum in central and northwestern Tigray, where, for months, many
lived in overcrowded displacement sites. By June 2021, a preliminary assessment carried
out by the federal interim administration of Tigray estimated that 723,000 internally
displaced persons (IDPs) from Western Tigray had been registered in other parts of Tigray,
while the UN refugee agency (UNHCR) had registered 51,207 refugees in Eastern Sudan by
January 2022. Meanwhile, interim authorities and Amhara regional officials called for the
settlement of Amhara residents into Western Tigray, with promises of available homes

and land.

Abuses In Western Tigray from June to December 2021

As Tigrayan forces recaptured many parts of Tigray in late June, Amhara authorities and
forces escalated the arbitrary arrests and killings of the remaining Tigrayan residents,
particularly in the border town of Humera and nearby towns and villages. By August, as
Tigrayan residents were being rounded up and killed, dozens of mutilated bodies with
restraints appeared in the Tekeze River, which marks the de facto border between Western
Tigray and Sudan. In November, the roundups and forced displacements escalated again
in Humera, Adebai, and Rawyan towns, as Amhara Special Forces, Fano militia, in some
cases alongside Eritrean forces, detained men and removed many women, children, and
older Tigrayans from their homes, before forcibly expelling them towards the Tekeze River.
Thousands of other adult and adolescent men and women remained in detention facilities,

facing life-threatening torture, starvation, and denial of medical care in overcrowded sites.

The scale of the forced displacements and flight, the way the abuses were carried out, and

the number of areas where they occurred within the Zone, all indicate a degree of control,
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coordination, and purpose among the authorities overseeing the Amhara regional forces
and militias that appear aimed at terrorizing and directly removing Tigrayans from

Western Tigray.

The Ethiopian government’s efforts to halt these grave abuses or punish those responsible
have been grossly inadequate. Federal and regional authorities dismissed allegations of
ethnic cleansing, including in response to a February 2021 statement by US Secretary of
State Antony Blinken that “acts of ethnic cleansing had been committed in Western
Tigray.” Since then, federal authorities investigated the reports of the mass killing of
Ambhara residents and communities in Mai Kadra but have taken little action to investigate
ongoing human rights violations against Tigrayan civilians in Western Tigray. Instead, the
government’s continued dismissal of accounts from refugees who fled their homes to
Sudan, and its characterization of credible reports of killings and detentions in Western
Tigray as “fake,” has only further obfuscated the lived realities that survivors and

victims endure.

Although Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch contacted a range of Ethiopian
federal government officials and agencies to seek their response to the findings set outin
this report, only the Amhara Regional Government responded. Their response letter did not
provide any contrary evidence or rebut our specific findings, but rather denounced
allegations against “the people, governance, and security forces,” as “unfounded” and
“bothersome.” It described our conclusions as “baseless,” and the “accusations to expel

Tigrayans,” from what it characterized as the Amhara region, as “cynical.”

The crimes outlined in this report, while not a full and comprehensive accounting of the
abuses that occurred in Western Tigray, require meaningful accountability and redress.
Ethiopian authorities should facilitate safe and unhindered access to humanitarian
agencies, while granting independent human rights monitors — including the Commission
of Inquiry established by the African Commission for Human and Peoples’ Rights, and the
United Nations-established International Commission of Human Rights Experts on Ethiopia

—access to conflict-affected areas in Ethiopia, including Western Tigray.
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Ensuring accountability for these abuses needs a coordinated global response. The United
Nations, the African Union, and Ethiopia’s international and regional partners must take
concrete steps to press for the immediate protection of all communities, including at-risk
Tigrayan communities who remain in the area. They must also immediately support the
work of the UN’s independent International Commission of Human Rights Experts on
Ethiopia and ensure its operationalization to investigate allegations of human rights
abuses and alleged war crimes carried out by all parties to the conflict in northern Ethiopia
since November 2020. Many of the Tigrayans interviewed for this research hoped that the
abuses would end, and that the world would finally know of their suffering. States should
ensure that their suffering is not being ignored and press for credible justice and redress

for the serious crimes that were committed.

Summary of Key Recommendations

To the Ethiopian federal government and regional authorities

1 Publicly order federal and regional security forces to end all violations of
international human rights and humanitarian law against the Tigrayan population
in Western Tigray and elsewhere.

1 Immediately demobilize and disarm all abusive irregular forces from Western
Tigray, such as Fano and other militias.

1 Suspend civilian officials, including interim Amhara officials, and security force
personnel from the Amhara Special Forces and Ethiopian federal forces
implicated in serious abuses in Western Tigray pending investigations into
their actions.

1 Discipline or prosecute as appropriate those found to be responsible for crimes
against humanity and war crimes committed in Western Tigray Zone since
November 2020. Investigate the three individuals named in this report.

1 As part of any consensual agreement between the warring parties, allow the
deployment of an AU-led international peacekeeping force in Western Tigray
with a robust mandate and the means to protect civilians, promote human rights,
and create an environment conducive to the delivery of humanitarian aid.

1 Promptly release all those arbitrarily detained in Western Tigray. Amhara interim
authorities and security forces should also immediately make public information
about the fate of all Tigrayans detained since the conflict began in November 2020
in Western Tigray. Ethiopian authorities should immediately allow international
humanitarian agencies access to formal and informal detention sites without prior
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notification, and provide detainees with immediate emergency food, water, and
medical care.

1 Immediately restore basic services and facilitate safe, sustained, and
unhindered access to humanitarian agencies to all affected populations across
Tigray, remove bureaucratic and physical restrictions on United Nations agencies
and humanitarian organizations that unnecessarily hinder the delivery of
assistance, and allow independent oversight and monitoring
of assistance.

9 In consultation with displaced communities and with the involvement of relevant
UN agencies, establish an independent body that can organize and monitor
returns that are safe, voluntary, well-informed, and dignified. Ensure that
returns of displaced persons and refugees take place in accordance with
international standards, on a voluntary basis, and with attention to the safety and
dignity of returning populations.

9 Ensure that any mechanism established for addressing grievances between
groups, including regarding administrative boundaries, is in consultation with a
diverse range of stakeholders and independent institutions, and operated in full
respect of individuals’ human rights, including the right to return.

To African Union and the United Nations Member States:

1 Press all parties to the conflict to immediately facilitate safe, sustained, and
unhindered access to humanitarian assistance in conflict-affected areas. Urge
the Ethiopian government to immediately restore basic services, including
banking, communications, and electricity to Tigray. AU and UN member states
should also press the Ethiopian federal and regional authorities to facilitate
prompt access of United Nations human rights protection monitors in
Western Tigray.

91 Security Council member states should place Ethiopia on the council’s formal
agenda and establish a comprehensive arms embargo on all parties to the conflict
in northern Ethiopia, and a UN monitoring body to report on the implementation of
the embargo.

1 Support, as part of any consensual agreement between the warring parties, the
deployment of an AU-led international peacekeeping force in Western Tigray,
with a robust mandate and the means to protect civilians, promote human rights,
and facilitate the delivery of humanitarian aid.
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9 In consultation with displaced communities, and with the involvement of
relevant UN agencies, assist with the establishment of an independent body
that can organize and monitor returns that are safe, voluntary, well-informed
and dignified.

1 Given the gravity of the crimes documented in this report, the international
commission of human rights experts on Ethiopia should include events in
Western Tigray since November 2020 as part of its investigations, identify
individuals responsible where possible, and make recommendations on how
perpetrators can be held accountable, including through national, regional, and
international justice bodies.

1 Support, under the principle of universal jurisdiction and in accordance with
national laws, the investigation and prosecution of those credibly implicated in

serious crimes under international law.
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Methodology

This report presents the findings of joint research by Amnesty International and Human
Rights Watch, documenting gross human rights violations and serious violations of
international humanitarian law, amounting to war crimes and crimes against humanity,
perpetrated in Western Tigray between November 2020 and December 2021. The report
documents specific incidents and trends but is not a comprehensive survey of all
violations that took place in the region during this period. The organizations do not take a
position on the dispute between warring parties or which group, or authorities should
control a territory.

Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch formally sought access to Tigray and the
Amhara region from the Ethiopian government but received no response. Because of this
lack of access, we were unable to conduct in-person interviews within Tigray or to visit the
sites of alleged violations to examine physical or digital evidence. Documentation of
abuses in Western Tigray was also constrained by other factors, including ongoing efforts
by Ethiopian federal and allied forces to block the routes to Sudan for fleeing Tigrayans,
and the restrictions and fear of movement within Tigray, which together limited the ability
of witnesses to travel outside the region. Sporadic government restrictions on electricity
and communications in Ethiopia and poor communications network in Sudan often

hindered the ability of researchers to document abuses in real time.

In total, Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch conducted 427 interviews,
including 409 interviews with survivors of abuses, their family members, and witnesses.
Researchers separately carried out 18 interviews with representatives of international
organizations, journalists, as well as other informed sources. Five separate research
missions to Sudan in December 2020 and January, May and June 2021 allowed researchers
to interview Tigrayan refugees. Finally, researchers conducted remote telephone interviews
between March 2021 and March 2022, primarily with Tigrayans displaced from Western

Tigray in the region and to Sudan, as well as with residents from the Amhara region.
To provide as broad a perspective as possible, researchers interviewed people from a wide

range of socio-economic backgrounds, ages, genders, and geographical areas in the
Western Tigray Zone.
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Researchers sought to identify safe locations to carry out interviews both remotely and in
person and assessed the security concerns and risks facing interviewees before
proceeding with the interviews. Interviews with victims were conducted in English,
Tigrinya, and Amharic, with the help of several different and trusted interpreters where
needed. Researchers informed all interviewees of the purpose of the research and the
ways in which the information would be used and offered anonymity for their reporting.
While all interviewees quoted or mentioned in this report agreed that their statements
could be used, many expressed extreme fear and anxiety about potential reprisals should

their identity be revealed.

Names and other identifying details have been withheld to protect interviewees’ security,
and in the footnotes to this report, all interviewees, unless otherwise noted, have been
assigned pseudonyms. None of the interviewees received financial or other incentives for
speaking with us, and all spoke voluntarily, giving informed consent to be interviewed and
being made aware of their right to discontinue the interview at any point. In 15 cases,
researchers interviewed children between the ages of 10 and 17, where we sought to
obtain the consent of a parent or relative in the case of younger children and identified
service providers to assist children in cases of referrals. Where appropriate and feasible,
researchers identified and referred interviewees to service providers to obtain appropriate

psychosocial and medical support.

The reliability and credibility of each source was carefully assessed. Researchers probed
the veracity of their statements by corroborating information from several other sources
and determining consistency with overall patterns that emerged during the research,
including with other types of evidence. Individual cases orincidents used in the report are
based on at least one credible source of direct information, which in most cases was
independently corroborated by at least one other credible source of information. Reports
of major incidents are based on multiple accounts from witnesses and victims, allowing for
in-depth fact-finding and detailed event reconstruction. In some cases, researchers carried

out follow-up interviews with the same witness for further clarification.

Researchers also reviewed medical reports, and forensic analysis, as well as satellite
imagery, videos and photographs that provided direct information concerning incidents, or
which corroborated accounts of military presence, destruction, looting, and executions.

Due to the communication restrictions detailed above, there were few videos and
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photographs to analyze. Researchers conducted targeted searches on social media
platforms using keywords in Amharic, Tigrinya, and English to find relevant information, as
well as received videos and photographs directly from sources. Researchers verified five
videos sent directly to researchers and six videos posted to Facebook or YouTube used in
this report. Researchers identified exactly where they were filmed — through matching
landmarks visible in the footage with landmarks visible from satellite imagery, when they
were recorded — by analyzing relevant metadata, timestamps from social media platforms,
witness interviews and changes in the built environment visible in satellite imagery — and
what they showed, including through an evaluation of whether it captured situations in
their entirety. Other relevant material included academic articles, books, media and
government reports, court documents, official government decisions, and information
collected by other credible experts and independent human rights investigators that could

corroborate details or patterns of abuse described in the report.

Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch solicited responses from the federal
government, the Amhara regional government, and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front,
regarding this report’s findings. On February 25, 2022, we sent letters to the Ethiopian
federal government, federal agencies, including the National Disaster Risk Management
Commission (NDRMC), and the Refugee and Returnee Services (RRS), as well as Amhara
regional authorities, and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front summarizing our findings and

seeking a response.

At the time of publication, only the Amhara Regional Government had responded. We have

included their response as an annex to this report.
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I. Background

The administrative boundaries of Western Tigray have been contested for decades.

The Western Zone of Tigray region consists of three administrative districts — Welkait,
Tsegede, and Kafta Humera— forming a swathe of land bordering Sudan to the west,
Eritrea to the north, and the Northern Gondar Zone of the neighboring Amhara region to the
south.: The Tekeze River crosses several points in the Zone, marking the border with
Eritrea and at points, Sudan, and delineating the Zone from the Northwestern Zone

in Tigray.2

During the imperial era, which ended in 1974, the Kafta Humera, Welkait, and Tsegede
areas were known collectively as Semien Awraja, which was alternatively administered as
a separate entity or as part of Begemdir province.3 The Semien Awraja was sparsely
populated, and for decades, imperial rulers and members of the nobility maintained

shifting control of the territories.s

By the 1950s, the Begemdir and Semien were one province.s The provincial administrative
arrangement of these boundaries remained largely in place until the downfall of the
emperor Haile Selassie in 1974. The military government that replaced him, known as the

“Derg,” renamed the Begemdir and Semien province as Begemdir province.é The Derg also

1The districts have slightly distinct names in Amharic and are referred to as: Tsegede is known as “Tegede” and Kafta
Humera as “Qabtiya” or “Qabtya Humera.”
2 Also known as the “Setit River” in Sudan.

3 David Ottoway, “From the archive,24 August 1974: Ethiopia’s fallen aristocrats”, the Guardian, August 24, 2015,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/aug/24/ethiopia-aristocracy-revolution-civil-war-1974.

4 Christopher Clapham, “Transformation and Continuity in Revolutionary Ethiopia,”, (1988), p 199.; Shiferaw Bekele,
“Monarchical Restoration and Territorial Expansion: The Ethiopian State in the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century," at 159
in Understanding Contemporary Ethiopia: Monarchy, Revolution, and the Legacy of Meles Zenawi (Prunier and Fiquet ed)
(2015). Aynalem Adugna and Helmut Kloos, “Two Population Distribution Maps for Ethiopia Based on the 1984 Census,” 9 Northeast
African Studies 89, 90-92 (1987). See also Donald Crummey: Banditry, Rebellion and Social Protest in Africa, (1986) Gebru
Tareke, “Peasant Resistance in Ethiopia: The Case of Weyane,” 25 Journal of African History 77 (1984).

5 Imperial Decree Number 1, 1942, amended as Decree Number 6, 1946

6 While proclaiming the importance of Ethiopia’s unity, the Derg at the same time acknowledged the need to recognize “self-
determination.” Opportunities began opening for the country’s marginalized ethnic, religious, and cultural groups. John
Markakis, Ethiopia: The Last Two Frontiers, (Boydell &Brewer, 2011); Getachew Assefa, “The Constitutional Right to Self-
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established an institute for the study of Ethiopian nationalities (ISEN), to carry out
research on Ethiopian nationalities and determine the basis for the constitution, state

structure, and administrative setup of the country.7

Factors Contributing to Rising Tensions in Western Tigray

Redrawing of Administrative Boundaries in the 1990s

In 1975, a number of political parties and rebel fronts began a series of armed revolts
against the Derg.8 By May 1991, a coalition, known as the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary
Democratic Front (EPRDF), overthrew the Derg, marking an end to 17 years of brutal

repression, violence, and conflict.?

After securing control of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia’s capital city, the EPRDF sought to address
longstanding issues around identity, as well as the relationship of the central state to

various peoples and regions in the periphery.

On July 1-5, 1991, the EPRDF convened a national conference in Addis Ababa where
political parties and representatives of academic institutions attended. The participants

adopted a Transitional Charter, which recognized the rights of self-determination to

determination as a Response to the ‘Question of Nationalities’ in Ethiopia,” International Journal on Minority and Group
Rights, Vol. 25, No. 11 2018.

In 1987, the Derg rolled out a plan to reorganize the administrative units to 25 administrative units and 5 autonomous
regions. However, the plan was not fully implemented as the Derg was fighting multiple fronts in civil wars in Eritrea and
Tigray. See http://memory.loc.gov/frd/etsave/et_o4_o3.html. See also Mulatu Wubneh, “Ethnic Identity Politics and the
Restructuring of Administrative Units in Ethiopia”, International Journal of Ethiopian Studies, Vol. 11, No. 1 & 2, Special Issue
2017, pp. 105-138, p. 117. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26586251.

7 Mulatu Wubneh, “Ethnic Identity Politics and the Restructuring of Administrative Units in Ethiopia,” International Journal of
Ethiopian Studies, Vol. 11, No. 1 & 2 (2017), pp.105-138 https://www.jstor.org/stable/26586251.

8 Gebru Tareke, “The Ethiopian Revolution: War in the Horn of Africa,” African Studies Review, Vols2 Issue 3 (2013); Markakis,
Ethiopia: The Last Two Frontiers, (2011).

9 Human Rights Watch, Ethiopia- Reckoning Under the Law, vol.6 No. 11, November 1994,
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/ethiopiags4d.pdf ; Amnesty International, “Ethiopia: End of an Era of Brutal
Repression — A New Chance for Human Rights," June 18,
1991,https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/196000/afr250051991en.pdf.

10 John Young, “Ethnicity and Power in Ethiopia,” Taylor & Francis, Vol.23 (1996), p. 531-542; see also Human Rights Watch,
Ethiopia: The Curtailment of Rights, (New York: Human Rights Watch ,1997),
https://www.hrw.org/reports/1997/ethiopia/Ethiog7d-02.htm. Not all political parties, including those who had been
opposed to the EPRDF, sent delegates.
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Ethiopia’s “nations, nationalities and peoples.”* The Charter also laid the foundation for
the creation of federal administrative units — regions — “on the basis of nationalities”
giving each nationality the right to “administer their own affairs within their own

defined territory.”12

In 1992, the transitional government formed a Boundary Commission that established 14
new regions, the boundaries of which drew on the ethnographic and historical data

gathered by the Derg’s institute on nationality studies in the 1980s.13

Most of Derg-era Begemdir province became part of the newly formed Amhara regional
state, whereas other parts of Begemdir province, including Welkait, Tsegede, and Kafta
Humera territories, were incorporated into Tigray as part of the current day Western Tigray
Zone. Some Walgayte and Amhara residents in the newly established Western Tigray Zone
viewed these changes as an annexation, believing that the districts that make up Western

Tigray should have fallen under the Amhara region.

1 Transitional Period Charter of Ethiopia, Negarit Gazeta, (adopted July 22, 1991)
https://chilot.files.wordpress.com/2011/11/the-transitional-period-charter-of-ethiopia.pdf; see also Jane Perlez, “Talks on
New Ethiopia to Affirm the Right to Secede,” New York Times, July 4, 1991,
https://www.nytimes.com/1991/07/04/world/talks-on-a-new-ethiopia-affirm-right-to-secede.html; Markakis, Ethiopia: The
Last Two Frontiers p. 232. The EPRDF formed at the end of 1980. It took its definitive form from 1991- 2018 comprising of four
main political parties: The Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), the Amhara National Democratic Movements (ANDM), the
Oromo People’s Democratic Organization (OPDO), and the Southern Ethiopian People’s Democratic Front (SEPDF).
Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia 1995. “Nationalism and Self-Determination in the Horn of Africa
(.M. Lewis edition) (1983), Christopher Clapham, “Transformation and Continuity in Revolutionary Ethiopia,” 165 (1988).
12The Boundary Commission defined “a nation, nationality or people” as a “group of people who have or share a large
measure of common culture or similar customs, mutual intelligibility of language, belief in common or related identities, a
common psychological make-up, and who inhabit an identifiable, predominantly contiguous territory. The language was later
included in the constitution. Article 39,46 of the Ethiopian Constitution.

13 Sarah Vaughan, “Ethnicity and Power in Ethiopia,” (PH. D diss., University of Edinburgh,2003),
https://era.ed.ac.uk/bitstream/id/1299/vaughanphd.pdf.

14 “Walgayte” refers to a group of people historically inhabiting the highland areas collectively known as Kafta Humera,
Welkait, Tsegede (or Tegede in Amharic) who speak Tigrinya and Amharic. Semir Yusuf, “What is Driving Ethiopia’s Ethnic
Conflict?” Institute for Security Studies, (2019), pp. 3-4; See Ethiopian Human Rights Council, 141t Special Report: “Stop the
Violations of the Human Rights of Citizens Voicing Identity Demands!” (June 1, 2016), https://ahrethio.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/07/HRCO-141st-Special-Report-English.pdf ; Ethiopian Human Rights Council, HRCO 143 Special
Report, Amharic, (October 3, 2017), p 4-6, https://ehrco.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/HRCO-143rd-Special-Report-
Amharic-October-3-2017.pdf ; See also interview with #88 in Gondar, December 2019 (alleging that resistance to the
incorporation of the territories to Tigray began in 1992); Subsection on “Settlement Patterns and Government Land Policies in
the Contested Areas.”
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The 1995 Ethiopian Constitution subsequently recognized nine self-governing federal

states constructed largely, though not exclusively, along ethno-linguistic lines.1s

Tensions and Violence Around Identity, Self-Rule, State Power, and Borders

Disputes over whether state power in Ethiopia should be centralized, as well as demands
for ethnic equality and self-determination, have been at the heart of mobilization and
tensions in Ethiopia for decades prior to 1991. 16 The decentralization of power in the 1991
Transitional Government Charter and the subsequent federal arrangement in the Ethiopian
Constitution were meant to address longstanding demands for ethnic equality and self-
administration. However, segments of the Ethiopian population criticized it as introducing
ethnicity into politics in Ethiopia, as controversy and competing visions over the federal
arrangement of the country, as well as violence due to boundary, self-administration, and

identity disputes increased after 1992.

Despite its stated commitment to the right to self-governance of every “[n]ation,
[n]ationality and [p]eople” across Ethiopia, the TPLF-led EPRDF coalition, that governed
Ethiopia from 1991 to 2018, suppressed the groups that advocated for such autonomy, and
held onto power with an iron grip, using excessive force to quell dissent, and carried out
serious abuses that may amount to crimes against humanity, including abuses in the

Gambella region in 2003, and in the Somali region in 2007.%7 Between 1992 and 2017, the

15 The Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia 1995,
https://www.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/en/et/etoo7en.pdf. The interim period between the transitional government and
the formal adoption of the 1995 constitution was marked by violence and insecurity in several regions, as well as a
crackdown on members of the political opposition. See, for example, Human Rights Watch, World Report 1993, Ethiopia.
https://www.hrw.org/reports/1993/WRg3/Afw-01.htm#P47_21729.

16 Sarah Vaughan, “Revolutionary democratic state-building: party, state and people in the EPRDF’s Ethiopia," Journal of
Eastern African Studies

(2012),https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/17531055.2011.6425207journalCode=rjea20 ;

Elio Ficquet and Gerard Prunier, Understanding Contemporary Ethiopia: Monarchy, Revolution, and the Legacy of Meles
Zenawi. (London: Hurst& Company, 2015); Goitom Gebreleul, “Should Ethiopia Stick with Ethnic Federalism?” Al Jazeera, April
5, 2019, https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2019/4/5/should-ethiopia-stick-with-ethnic-federalism.

17 The Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 1995, art
39(1),https://www.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/en/et/etoo7en.pdf ; Both Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch
documented grave human rights violations, including extrajudicial executions, mass arrests, torture and other forms of ill-
treatment against critical voices. Human Rights Watch, One Hundred Ways of Putting Pressure: Violations of Freedom of
Expression and Association in Ethiopia, (New York: Human Rights Watch,2010),
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/ethiopiao31owebwcover.pdf; Development Without Freedom: How Aid
Underwrites Repression in Ethiopia, (New York: Human Rights Watch,2010),
https://www.hrw.org/report/2010/10/19/development-without-freedom/how-aid-underwrites-repression-ethiopia; They
Know Everything We Do: Telecom and Internet Surveillance in Ethiopia,
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