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A short Professional Biography and Eskinder’s Current status

Eskinder Nega, a journalist and dissident blogger based in Addis Ababa, is one of Ethiopia’s leading advocates
for press freedom and freedom of expression. Eskinder has been publishing articles critical of the government
since 1993, when he opened his first newspaper, Ethiopis, which was soon shut down by authorities. He was a
general manager of Serkalem Publishing House, which published the newspapers Asqual, Satenaw, and
Menelik, all of which are now banned in Ethiopia. Eskinder has also been a columnist for the monthly
magazine Change and for the U.S.-based news forum EthioMedia, which are also banned. He has continued to
publicly call for an end to political corruption and repression despite being continuously harassed and denied

a license to practice journalism.

He is currently being held at Kaliti Prison in Addis Ababa, where political prisoners are housed with criminals.

Familiy visits are extremely limited.

Eskinder Nega’s trial for charges under the 2009 Anti-Terrorism Proclamation, which covers the “planning,
preparation, conspiracy, incitement, and attempt” of terrorist acts, began on March 6, 2012. The
prosecution’s evidence against Eskinder and the 23 other defendants has consisted of nearly inaudible
recordings of telephone conversations and other comments and video of a town hall meeting in which
Eskinder discusses the differences between Arab countries and Ethiopia. Eskinder took the stand on March 28
and denied all the charges against him, saying he has never conspired to overthrow the government through
violence and admitting only to reporting on the Arab Spring and speculating on whether a similar movement
would take place in Ethiopia. Eskinder’s wife, fellow journalist Serkalem Fasil, maintained that Eskinder is “a

journalist, not a member of a political party.”

On May 1, 2012 Eskinder is awarded the PEN American Center Freedom to Write/Barbara Goldsmith award at a

ceremony at the American Museum of Natural History in New York. Eskinder’s wife Serkalem accepts on his behalf.
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1. The Politics of Appeasement and EPRDF
By Eskinder Nega, July 17th, 2010

History will always remember British PM Neville Chamberlain waving a piece of paper, on
which rested the signatures of Hitler and himself, as he proclaimed to an eager world, “peace for

our time.”

The setting was September 1938, a mere nineteen years after the horrors of the First World War
had finally ended, and when Europe faced the dreaded prospect of yet another round of
cataclysmic continental war. But only six months later, in March 1939, the greatest war the
world has ever seen engulfed Europe. The “peace for our time” was no more than a mirage
despite numerous concessions to Europe’s dictatorships. Ever since then, Chamberlain’s policy

of avoiding war at any cost—to buy temporary peace—has been universally vilified.

Truth to be told though, the policy of appeasement, which insisted on peace at any cost, and was
an outgrowth of mass hysteria induced by the horrors of the First World War, was very popular
in Europe and North America between 1918 and 1939. In fact, when Chamberlain returned to
Britain from Munich in 1938 with the peace agreement between Britain and Fascist Germany
that he waved to the world (at the expense of Czechoslovakia’s annihilation, by the way), he was
greeted as a hero. He was even invited to Buckingham’s Palace, in an unusual gesture of royal
approval, before he reported to Parliament. Only Winston Churchill, who was to replace
Chamberlain as British PM in 1940, after the outbreak of war in 1939, was a notable dissenter.
And indeed, as Churchill had feared, the policy of appeasement only made things worse by
leading the Nazis to believe that their belligerence will always be met by further concessions. In
the end, it needed a world war to put an end to this vicious circle in which aggression was always

mollified by concession.

The parallel between the two decades liaison between the EPRDF and the legal opposition; and
Nazi Germany and Europe’s democracies in the run-up to the Second World War is salient.

There is much to be learned from this history.
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Of course, this is by no means a call to arms against the EPRDF, as Churchill did against Fascist
Germany. I am thinking of what is possible, appropriate and desirable strictly within the confines
of the peaceful and constitutional parameters. But this is a protest against the sentiment of
appeasement, in the aftermath of EPRDF’s 99.6 % election “victory”, which is threatening to
overwhelm the legal opposition because it is on the verge of surrendering all peaceful and legal
protests beyond mere electoral engagement—be it in the guise of lack of preparedness or

moderation.

EPRDEF’s 99.6% electoral “victory” is the upshot of a two decades war of aggression against the
peaceful opposition. This campaign stirred circumspectly in the early and mid-90s; achieved
some level of confidence and comfort in the late 90’s and early 2000’s; gained trajectory in the
aftermath of the 2005 elections; and finally peaked( hopefully!) in the 2010 elections. It was the
same with the Nazis. They tasted the water with an illegal rearmament and push into the Rhine;
achieved comfort with the Austrian Anschluss; gained trajectory with Czechoslovakia’s demise;

and finally peaked with the invasion of Poland when they were finally resisted.

EPRDF first explored how far it could go with a series of clever ploys against its coalition
partners in the transitional government of the early 90s, against which opposition parties were
disastrously unable to react in unison. When the EPRDF was able to see how much it was able to
get away with, it acquired enough audacity to orchestrate a blatantly farce constitutional
enactment process. Its dubious outcome was not to be earnestly challenged both locally and
internationally and was appeased with cynical resignation. The motion of aggression went on to
achieve a level of cruise comfort when the nation’s first “multi-party” election was held absent
major opposition groups; only to be hailed for its “historic achievement” by the international
community. The opposition, for its part, could muster no more stamina than to look ahead to
2000, when the second round of elections were scheduled to be held, to score some victories.
(Not to win the election, mind you. No one dared to hope that much.) In 1998, however, war
broke out with Eritrea, and the quest for national unity, not democratic reforms, took precedence;
to which the legal opposition patriotically acquiesced. And thus passed the 2000 elections
dominated by the EPRDF’s unchallenged sense of entitlement.

By 2005, a few years after the end of the Ethio-Eritrean war, and fourteen years after EPRDF’s
rule, both the opposition and the public were ready for change. A crisis ridden EPRDF,
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undermined by the implosion of its core leadership, in the TPLF, its strongest constituent
member, was unsure of its intent and direction and loosened its grip briefly; which led to its swift

trashing at the polls. Its reaction was instinctive, overt and merciless.

The legal opposition was divided on how to react. Part of it calculated that the time to resist had
come, that this was EPRDF’s Rubicon, which if it is allowed to cross by stealing an election it
had lost, will be the point of no return for it. But a sizable element of the opposition, along with
the entirety of the international community, felt that the aggression of the EPRDF, though
outrageous, had to be placated by appeasement yet one more time. And this was all the opening
that the EPRDF needed to maximize what it had began intuitively—it progressively decimated
the opposition, the free press and the civil society in 2005 and subsequent years. And sadly for
the appeasers, just as each act of appeasement had only increased the appetite of the Nazis for
more belligerence; so had the appeasement of 2005 only augmented the craving of the EPRDF
for more repression and power. In other words, just as the annihilation of Czechoslovakia was
not enough to pacify the Nazis and only led to further aggression against Poland; the concession
of 2005’s election to the EPRDF only begot its determination—by what ever means necessary—
to trash the opposition in the 2010 elections.(Though the 99.6 % “victory” was attained

inadvertently.) Appeasement bred aggression.

The Nazis thought they could get away with Poland, too. They sued for peace after instigating
their invasion, but Chamberlain could not oblige them. Both the public and the bulk of his party
were against additional concessions. But it is not clear whether he really had change of heart. His
Foreign Minister, Lord Halifax, was urging the Poles to accept the Nazis’ demand up to the last
minute. The Poles, of course, rejected his advice and plunged the Nazis in to a world war before

they had become too strong to be defeated.

The lesson form this tale is clear for Ethiopia’s opposition. Each concession to the EPRDF’s
belligerence had made it progressively stronger and more aggressive, as was the case with the
Nazis in the 1930s. But war and violence are not an option for the legal opposition, as it was for
Europe’s democracies. Out of necessity, and to realize a very necessary break with the nation’s
deeply ingrained heritage of political violence, the only suitable option for the legal opposition is
within the peaceful and constitutional framework. But participating in elections is not the only

means of political engagement in democracies, and even the Ethiopian constitution
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acknowledges that much. Election participation has become the veil under which lie a
debilitating culture of inertia and appeasement in the opposition camp. The legal opposition
needs to be saved for the sake of the country, and for that to happen the veil must be lifted and

the problems that lies underneath resolved.

2. VOA and Ethiopia: Challenges and Danger
By Eskinder Nega

Come Monday, July 25, 2011, a protest rally by Ethiopians on 330 Independence Avenue, SW,
Washington, DC will most likely draw the keen interest of a southern Republican Senator, Tom
Coburn. Here at last is the Broadcasting Board of Governors (BBG), the US government agency
which has oversight authority over the VOA, at

the center of a brewing controversy.

Coburn is the junior Senator form Oklahoma who was first elected to Congress in 1994. A fiscal
and social conservative, Coburn, a medical doctor by training, was elected to the Senate in 2004
after serving six years in the House of Representatives. In 2010 Oklahomans returned him to the

Senate with a whooping 73 % of the votes cast. In 2004 his plurality had stood at only 53%.

What has impressed conservative Oklahoma most about Coburn is his war against government
waste. He is celebrated for his battles against pork-barrel and the expansion of the federal
government. And no government agency than BBG irks him more. “The BBG is the most
worthless organization in the federal government,” he has said in an interview with The Cable in

2010. “All they are doing is spending money.”

BBG was established in 1994 with an oversight mandate over all non-military U.S. government
international broadcastings. This means, in the words of a GAO report, “five separate broadcast
entities, ’including the VOA. But amazingly, all of the eight bi-partisan governors that make up
the BBG, which has management responsibilities over a 600 million dollars budget and nearly
4000 employees, are unpaid part-time volunteers. And Coburn insists, perhaps a bit too harshly,

that BBG board members are “people who know nothing about media and foreign policy.” (Dana
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Perino, once a White House press secretary and now a BBG board member, concedes she did not

know about the Cuban missile crisis until recently.)

Three members of this BBG, Susan McCue, Dana Perino(yes, of the Cuban missile crisis fame),
and Michael Meehan traveled to three African countries between June 21 and June 27, 2011.
They came primarily as part of BBG’s expansive “review of broadcast operations in Africa,”and
no doubt with Ethiopia in mind, which jams VOA, “(to) stress the importance of a free and

unfettered press.”

They came to Ethiopia hoping to meet with government officials. Meles, of course, would have
been the ideal person to see. He continues to sanction jamming and had abysmally accused the
VOA of “genocidal disposition.” (Ironically, it was one of his favorite radio stations during his
years as an insurgent.) But he snubbed them. They had to settle for his decidedly less pleasant

underling, Berket Simon.

Berket is notably incapable of either dialogue or negotiation. He instinctively lectures or
demands. And had it not been for the extraordinary courage of David Abnor, then VOA’s horn of
Africa chief and one of four media officials traveling with the board members, Berket’s bizarre

demands and complaints would never have seen light of day.

Astonishingly, Abnor did not opt for the safest means of exposing wrong. He could have easily
leaked the documents and watched the story unfold from the sidelines, as is conventionally done.
But Berket’s prejudice and malice must have riled him. He went on to personally publicize and
refute the complaints Berket had obviously assumed would stay behind closed doors; heroically
jeopardizing his career prospects. He was soon suspended (and later reinstated to a different

position.)

The diversity of the people blacklisted by Berket, first disclosed partially by Abnor, and then
fully by the outstanding investigative reporting of Addis Voices’ editor, Abebe Gelaw, illustrates
just how insecure EPRDF’s key leaders have become since the dramatic events of the Arab

spring.
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One could reasonably expect Dr Berhanu Nega, leader of outlawed Ginbot-7, and Dr Beyana
Soba, spokesperson of outlawed OLF, to be on any blacklist the EPRDF would have. But what,
if not hysteria, explains the inclusion of even Dr Beyene Petros, a member of parliament for
nineteen of the past twenty years? This neither is fanatical intolerance nor, as some may suspect,
calculated posturing to garner maximum concession before an eventual settlement. Rather, this is
neurosis revealed of a regime profoundly uncertain of its future. Here is proof if ever there was
the need of a government in a state of crisis. This is the blessing in disguise the public had
needed for some time. In plain sight now stands an authoritarian EPRDF visibly less stable and

less sure of itself than popularly imagined.

But there is also the disquieting facet to this still unfolding saga. In a July 18th report, VOA
censorship revealed, Abebe Gellaw, published the contents of a leaked email from Gwen Dillard,
who heads VOA’s African division, to journalists in the horn of Africa section.“VOA should be
more focused on development matters,” she wrote, apparently acquiescing to Bereket’s core
demand. “There should be less attention to the Ethiopian Diaspora as well as issues focused on

political affairs.”

The editorial shift was highlighted within days when a story about a high-profile public discourse
between major political parties held in Washington was abruptly dropped. Outraged Ethiopians

have vowed to protest on Monday.

The VOA’s standing in the Ethiopian market was meticulously cultivated by consistency in
reporting up-to-date hard news and events. This excellence, rather than bias in favor of his party,
was what had once made Meles Zenawi an avid listener. And it is also this dependability that has
ensured VOA’s phenomenally high listener’s devotion over the years. Tamper with the nucleus
of this standard, as a coerced rather than market-driven focus on development issues will
inevitably entail, and listeners will simply tune off in droves. No media can take its market for

granted.

There are indeed scores of VOA services, Arabic, Persian, and Pashto amongst others, which
would clearly gain from a strategic overhaul. But the horn of Africa section is hardly one of

them.
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A word of advice to BBG: If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it!

1017777771 Fight tyranny from your PC. Keep posting articles on your facebook

pages, which are available in Ethiopia.

3. Ethiopian Love Story: EPRDF and Hunger
By Eskinder Nega, July 15, 2011

The older the nation the more the partiality for reserved leaders. And Ethiopia is famously old.
The penchant for romanticized leaders who overpower by mere grace and presence is an
enduring national fantasy. The standards of public decorum established by Ethiopia’s royal
courts remain undiminished as ever in public

imagination.

But in the person of Meles Zenawi, Ethiopia’s autocratic leader, now in power for two theatrical
decades, are exemplified the mavericks who see no need to be restrained by strictures imposed in
bygone ages. And Parliament has been the venue of choice for Meles Zenawi to demonstrate his
break with the past. This is clearly a“no-holds-barred” politician, to borrow a phrase from the
world of wrestling. He rages at will against opponents, relishes mocking Parliamentarians, and
oft-times flings tactless words with startling ease, all on live radio and TV transmissions to the

nation. He cares not who is outraged.

It was in one of those melodramatic moments in Parliament that Meles deliberated on what it
takes to be a capable member of his cabinet. To be educated is not essentially indispensable, he
said. Even an illiterate person could be a member of my cabinet, he told a shocked nation. All it
takes to be a competent Minister in this cabinet is a thorough knowledge of EPRDF’s program,

he winded down triumphantly.
He was not bluffing.

Meet his long time Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development, and presumed heir, Adisu

Legese, now retired (pushed aside, some contend) with generous perks since the 2010 elections.
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Now, Adisu is no prototype of the illiterate Meles had alluded to. Make no mistake there. He has
been to elementary school, and then proceeded to high school. In the 50s this was no small feat.
More impressive, he went to college. And he graduated. Undeniably, this is a man with some
education. But, alas, as has been extensively reported over the years, he was trained to be a
physical education instructor. There was hardly the predisposition nor the need to apply himself

to the hard sciences.

Between his graduation and retirement almost four decades were to pass. After a brief stint as a
physical education instructor in a public school, he spent roughly a decade and a half as an
insurgent. And then a decade as President of the Amhara region, Ethiopia’s second largest.
Finally, at the apex of his political career, he was Minister of Agriculture and Rural

Development.

The pride of the EPRDF, the ruling party, is its agricultural-led industrialization plan. This is
supposed to be the answer to Ethiopia’s quandary of entrenched underdevelopment, the means to
food self-sufficiency and the emergence of a middle class in the midst of Ethiopia’s rural
majority. Unlike virtually all other developmental schemes, the agrarian sector is at the core of

this blueprint. Fail there and the entirety of the grand blueprint goes down the drain.

Two ministries, that of agriculture and rural development, were initially entrusted with the
primary responsibilities to oversee this plan. They were later merged into a single Ministry of

Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD).

The Parliamentary Proclamation that established MARD lists its duties as conservation and use
of forest and wildlife resources, food security, water use and small-scale irrigation, monitoring
events affecting agricultural development and early warning system, promoting agricultural

development, and establishing and providing agriculture and rural technology training.

Unlike some other ministries, this is a turf where not merely political but also technical
leadership from the very top is crucial. Adisu was by no means the professional the Ministry

needed during its crucial early years. It was only a question of time before morale was to suffer.
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Of course, there is more than misplaced Adisu to explain EPRDF-led Ethiopia’s failure to attain
food self-sufficiency. The failure is structural as well as policy. What Adisu’s long tenure at
MARD rather explains is an ingrained complacency with the status-quo. There is no sense of
national crisis and emergency, despite consistent dependence on food aid for decades. Food aid
is expected and tolerated even amongst policy makers. A distinctive case of food-aid-

dependency-syndrome has developed at government level.

Meanwhile, millions suffer. The Ethiopian government on Monday acknowledged that 40
percent more people than last year are in need of food aid. This means 4.5 million are hungry.

USAID estimates many more. Without food aid there will be devastating famine.

The tolls from past famines are shocking. The worst one lasted ten years between 1888 and 1898.
One third of the populace and 90 percent of herds were lost. Eritrea was lost to the Italians as an
immediate consequence. But 60 years were to pass before another major famine was to break out
in 1958. Close to 100,000 died in Tigray alone. Tens of thousands more died in the mid-
seventies, mostly in Wello. But thanks to food aid, famines have largely been avoided since.

Only the*“biblical famine” of 1984-1985 was the exception.

And Meles savors any opportunity to point out that there were food shortages, not famine, under
his watch. This is supposed to be the progress that should endear him to Ethiopians. And here
lies the mentality that has nurtured not only complacency and dependency but also kind of a love

story between the EPRDF and hunger/food-aid.

Ultimately, there is permanent hunger in Ethiopia because there has never been a government
accountable to an electorate that could throw it out of office. Only under a dictatorship is
permanent hunger possible. Democracies do not go hungry for two decades. Hunger is a political

problem in Ethiopia. It requires a political solution.

T

Corrigendum:

Professor Tecola Hagos writes:
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I have two points that should be corrected or clarified so there be no misunderstanding: 1) You
referred to Emperor Yohannes IV as “King Yohannes” that is a gross error if it is intentional.
During the period you were referring to, there was a treaty signed by Ethiopia and Great
Britain/Egypt on 3rd of June 1884 (Hewett Treaty) wherein Yohannes is referred to as “Negoos
Negust of Ethiopia” i.e. “King of Kings.” Emperor Yohannes IV by then had already appointed
Kings under him. Emperor Yohannes confirmed King Menilik as King of Shoa in 1878; he also
appointed Ras Adal Tesema of Gojam as King Teklehaymanot of Gojam and Keffa in 1881.
Thus, referring to Emperor Yohannes IV as“King Yohannes” is inappropriate and must be

corrected.
Professor Tecola is absolutely right. My regrets. Thank you Professor.

T

Fight tyranny from your PC. Keep posting articles on your facebook pages, which are available

in Ethiopia

4. Gadhafi’s fall and Meles Zenawi

By Eskinder Nega, August 26th, 2011

Nero was famously eccentric in Roman times. He longed to be remembered for his theatrical
abilities rather than leadership of one of the world’s greatest empires. But his other quirks were
more horrifying than amusing. He imagined, for example, an implausible bed—yes, bed— which
would commit murder. And there were the psychotic eccentricities of Russia’s Ivan the terrible

who, as legend has it, had an elephant killed for refusing to bow to him.

Modern times’ eccentrics have generally been less deadly. There is, for instance, Mehran Karimi
Nasseri, the Iranian asylum seeker who lived in the departure lounge of Charles de Gaulle’s

Airport for many years. (He inspired Tom Hank’s fictional 2004 movie, The Terminal.)

10
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At the opposite end of the pole, though, the modern age also has Libya’s ominous Muammar

Gadhalfi as a world famous eccentric.

Gadhafi was born in the great Saharan desert in 1942. His parents were Arabized Berbers. Libya
was under the inept rule of Fascist Italy back then. But twenty years later, in 1961, with the first
wave of decolonization on the verge of sweeping Africa, Libya was hastily transformed into an
independent, and hopefully conservative, Kingdom by Western powers. But with next door
revolutionary Egypt exciting passions across the Arab world, a revolution in Libya was only

inevitable from the very outset.

Inspired by the success of Egypt’s Nasser and his free officers in the mid-fifties, radicalized
young Arabs joined their countries’ militaries with the hope of eventually using them as

revolutionary weapons, too.

And so a Nasser-awed, aspiring revolutionary Gadhafi, one of many like-minded youth in the
Middle East, made his way to his nation’s military academy, where he was promptly accepted.
Eight years later he was unexpectedly running Libya. Even he hadn’t planned it this way, though.
It was a feat worthy more of fate than earthly being. Gadhafi was only 27.

His eccentricities were not really evident at first. But in retrospect, perhaps there was an early
sign at Nasser’s funeral. Nasser died of a sudden heart attack only a year after Gadhafi’s
accession to power in 1969. The Arab world was stunned. He had just presided over a pan-
Arabic summit. Tens of thousands poured spontaneously into the streets all over the Arab world
wailing in utter grief. On the day of the funeral, five million came out to pay their respects. And
while tears rolled down the faces of PLO’s Chairman Arafat and Jordan’s King Hussein, the
Arab world’s newest leader, Gadhafi, fainted twice. An unusually passionate man had come to

power in Libya.

Over the next forty years he would go on to amuse the world with his all-female bodyguards; his
“voluptuous Ukrainian nurses;” his outrageous statements (“HIV is a peace virus;”) pitched tents

from where he conducted state business; and, of course, his memorably colorful attires.

11
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But there were also his less amusing internal polices and blood-tainted foreign adventures.
Though himself one of the Berbers, North Africa’s indigenous ethnic groups, he systematically
suppressed their languages and cultures. (He called it “poison.”)He killed internal dissidents at
will; those who escaped to exile were assassinated. His intelligence agents planted bombs on Pan
AM flight 103, which blew over Lockerbie, in Scotland, killing hundreds. Obviously, the value
of life carried little weight with him.

This reckless disregard for human life was again apparent in the early days of February 2011
when serious protests, inspired by the Arab Spring, against his forty years rule broke out in
several cities. He struck with vengeance. And when protests threatened to overwhelm him, he
recruited mercenaries to shed more blood. He counted on the potency of mass murder and apathy

of the international community to prevail. But he calculated wrong.

Ethiopia’s Meles Zenawi, who now leads Africa’s largest dictatorship, and who many suspect is

calculating as Gaddafi did at first, should take serious note.

Killings enraged Libyans as it did Tunisians and Egyptians before them. Inexplicably and
suddenly massacre failed to terrorize the young any more. Despite Gadhafi’s assertion that only a
drugged youth could have refused to succumb to live bullets, hope is really what had fueled the

protests.

Eric Hoffer had famously argued that it was hope not oppression that had made revolutions
possible. And indeed neither Egyptians nor Libyans had more reason to rebel in 2011 than they
did for decades. Too few were any more capable of imagining life free from the oppressive
status-quo. Too many had been co-opted; many more had simply learned how to muddle
through. But events in Tunisia changed everything. Change was proved possible. The people
mattered, after all. And hope was born in the Arab world. There was then really nothing Gadhafi
could have done to fundamentally change the course of events. Even without NATO’s
involvement he could only have delayed not prevented his regime’s eventual demise. Hope is
insuppressible. The surprise swift fall of Tripoli into rebel hands, despite numerous predications

of a stalemate, underscores this fact.

12
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Hope will come to sub-Sahara’s remaining dictatorships, too. The Arab Spring has already
brought it to their doorsteps. It will not wait forever to get in. No one knows which sub-Saharan
dictatorship will relent first. But that is almost irrelevant. What matters is that its spread will be
unavoidable once it begins. The triumph of hope in only one sub-Saharan dictatorship will beget
a continent wide African Spring, hopefully all peaceful. And as Egypt, the Arab world’s biggest
dictatorship during Mubarak’s reign, was the Arab Spring’s golden prize, so will Ethiopia, sub-
Sahara’s biggest dictatorship, be the golden prize for an African Spring. There couldn’t have
been an Arab Spring without Egypt. There will be no African Spring without Ethiopia.

Hopefully, Meles understands this and is willing to do his country and Africa one big favor.
When the time arrives, the inevitable must not be futilely resisted. This is the crucial lesson that
should be learned from Gadhafi’s needlessly destructive finale. Ethiopia must and should avoid
violence. If Ethiopia shuns violence so will most of sub-Sahara Africa. And only then will the

advent of the African Spring be even better news than that of the Arab Spring.
I

Fight tyranny from your PC. Keep posting articles on your facebook page, which is available in
Ethiopia.

T

The writer can be reached at serk27@gmail.com

5. Ethiopia: Time for peaceful action

By Eskinder Nega, September 2nd, 2011

“Of course, you may change the subject of your presentation,” told me a UDJ official affably

over his cell phone.

“Thanks. Believe me, this is more topical. Anything else would almost be a waste,” I went on,

perhaps a bit too enthusiastically.

13
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“What do you have in mind,” he asked cautiously.

“How to realize peaceful change in Ethiopia,” I exploded.

There was a pause. Few seconds elapsed.

“Sure. Why not? I see no problem. But [ will have to clear it with the others first,” he said.

UDJ, one of Ethiopia’s main opposition parties, has been organizing weekend-town-hall-like-
meetings on the premises of its head office in Addis now for a couple of months. No permit is
required. A video presentation by University of Dayton’s Professor Messay Kebede had drawn a
respectable crowd. So did the editor of Awramba Times, Dawit Kebede. A presentation by

Professor Al Mariam is in the pipeline, possibly next week. I am due early Sunday.

A curious and interesting aspect of these meetings is the increasing involvement of the youth.
Perhaps this says something about the restive times we live in. But this is also the age of visibly

shortened attention spans. Engaging and sustaining their interest is a formidable task.

Here was my dilemma. The youth are primarily the people I wish to address on Sunday. But the
topic I had agreed to dwell on, the role of civic society in a democratic society, while sensible
and important, offered little chance of broad reflection. And yet, with events in Libya and Syria
dominating headlines, its time for Ethiopians to at least assess the six months since the advent of

the Arab Spring and reflect on the future. I had to change the subject of my presentation.

Friends offered a wide range of advice. Oppression, inflation, corruption, hunger dominated their
thoughts. They thought any one of these subjects would suffice. But most preferred I address the

exasperating issue of weak opposition groups.

“There would have been an Ethiopian Spring had it not been for the weakness of opposition
groups,” many opined. “The people need the reassurance of a viable alternative to press for

immediate change. Challenge them to rise up to the occasion.”

“But were opposition groups any better in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya or Syria?” I always countered.”

Did the Arab masses have feasible option?”

14
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Silence always ensued.

The missing ingredient, I believe, is neither weak opposition nor absence of political and
economic push factors. The shortcoming lies in absence of people who have so far failed to
hazard the first steps. Ordinary citizens took the initiative all over North Africa and the Middle

East. The results made history. They are powerful precedents for the rest of humanity.

While inspiring words, sober analyses and robust debates are indispensable as ever, they will
remain exactly no more than mere words unless translated into actions. To Ethiopia this means
risking the core of a much cherished collective vision—peaceful transition to democracy. In the
event of prolonged absence of peaceful action, an implosion, perhaps violent and no doubt

dangerous, is unavoidable. Needless to say, the status-quo is increasingly untenable.

The time to call for peaceful and legal action has arrived in Ethiopia. History can not be

postponed indefinitely.

Stay tuned.

T

ADDENDUM:

While working on my presentation I came across an interesting 2006 US embassy cable released
by

Wikileaks last week. Revealed is what the US department really thought about the 2005 treason
trail.

There was no call for violence and genocide in 2005. There was only a stolen election.

UNCLAS SECTION 01 OF 03 ADDIS ABABA 001402

SIPDIS

SENSITIVE
SIPDIS
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DEPARTMENT FOR AF DAS YAMAMOTO, AF/E, AND DRL:K.GILBRIDE
LONDON, PARIS, ROME FOR AFRICA WATCHER

E.O. 12958: N/A
TAGS: PHUM PGOV KDEM KJUS ET

SUBJECT: TRIAL OF ETHIOPIAN OPPOSITION BEGINS WITH VIDEOS
OF PUBLIC CAMPAIGN SPEECHES

REF: A. ADDIS ABABA 1231 (AND PREVIOUS)

A B. ADDIS ABABA 49

1.SUMMARY.

Six months after arrest, federal prosecutors began presenting the High Court with evidence it
said would substantiate capital charges ranging from treason and attempted genocide against
CUD chairman Hailu Shawel and other opposition members, independent journalists, and civil
society representatives. The first two weeks of prosecution arguments have been underwhelming:
more than 20 hours of seized CUD videotapes have shown public campaign speeches by
opposition leaders mobilizing voters to participate in national elections, as well as town hall
meetings in which local residents throughout the country discuss a littany of human rights abuses
(including detentions, intimidation, and arbitrary killings of opposition supporters by security
forces). While showing public criticism of the government’s policies, in none of the evidence
presented thus far has there been any call for wviolence or genocide.

(HUDDLESTON)

T

Fight tyranny from your PC. Keep posting articles on your facebook page, which is available in

Ethiopia.

T
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The writer can be reached at serk27@gmail.com

6. Debebe Eshetu’s arrest and New Year

By Eskinder Nega, September 9th, 2011

Researchers detail ten types of smile. There is the tight-lipped smile which the English
particularly fancy. There is the twisted smile of the angered. There is the dealer-smile of the sly.

There is the nothing-I-can-do-smile of defeat. And on it goes.

Most people could muster a reasonable mimic of most types of smile. Who, after all, does not
occasionally flash a not-understanding-you-smile? But one, the heartfelt-felt-smile, defies feign.

It really has to come from the heart.

I needed no telling that Debebe Eshetu, our co-defendant in the Treason Trial, was smiling from
the heart when he approached me after a visit to police hospital in 2005. Every muscle on his

face was manifestly convulsed. What I did not suspect was the staggering news he had for me.
“Baby Eskinder is on the way,” he exclaimed, smiling brilliantly.

It was a smile that dominated the face; an expression of wholesome delight. And before I could
recover from the shock, I, too, was overwhelmed with his joy. And so I learned for the first time,

in prison, facing treason and genocide charges, I was to become a father.

Debebe’s infectious smile sustained prisoners’ spirit in those difficult times. Of all the prisoners,
his easy smile, authentic and warm, gave us reason to hope against hope. He somehow made the
prospect of long prison sentences bearable. There was no gloom where Debebe tread and

naturally prisoners clamored for his company.

His physical health could have been better when I met him last. But his spirit was as lively as

ever. We mused about the treason trial, lamented the wasted years since, but parted with a note
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of optimism about the future. There was absolutely nothing to indicate a changed perspective.

The commitment to non-violence was as intact as ever.

Much has been said about the improbability of journalists as plausible terrorist suspects, but
Debebe’s case is really a class unto itself. This is a frail man in his mid-60’s; long plagued by
chronic back pain; a free man only under a conditional pardon; a prominent dissident who knows
he is under close secret-police scrutiny; and a committed family man whose wife and daughters
dot on him. How in the world could such a person be involved in terrorism? It simply defies

logic.

Even if unbeknownst to the EPRDF, there is such a thing as a world-wide profile of a terrorist.
That person is usually male; probably in his 20s; unmarried; and always a fanatic. Zeal and

terrorism go hand in hand. Minus the fanaticism the terrorist is not a possibility.

None of the recent detains under the terrorism charges remotely resemble the profile. Debebe is
probably the ultimate antithesis of the fanatic, his pragmatism, his easy nature, defines him.
Neither do journalists Webesht and Reyot and opposition politician Zerihun Gebre-Egzeabher fit
the profile. The same goes for the calm university professor, Bekele Gerba. And of course the list

could go on.

Why are Ethiopia’s alleged terrorist suspects so unique? The answer is too obvious to merit
detailing here. I would rather reflect on what Ethiopian New Year, 2004, only two days into the

future, bodes for the nation.

Look at what had happened in the world in 2003, and it’s easy to complain about the things we
do not have. No freedom. Raging inflation. Rising unemployment. Rampant corruption. A

delusional ruling party. An uncertain year ahead of us. And the list could go on.

But consider the exciting prospects:

2004 could be the year when we, too, like the majority of our fellow Africans, will have a

government by the people, for the people.

2004 could be the year when we will finally stop killing each other for political reasons.

18



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

2004 could be the year when there will no more be tortures in our prisons.

2004 could be the year when Ethiopians will no more be incarcerated for their political

convictions.

2004 could be the year when Ethiopians will no more have reasons to flee to exile.

2004 could be the year when freedom of expression and association will be respected.

2004 could be the year when we could take justice for granted.

And again, the list could go on.

The gist of the matter is that there are ample reasons to hope. Tyranny is in retreat everywhere. It
has lost one of its two last great bastions, the Arab world. The momentum is now on the side

freedom.

Freedom is partial to no race. Freedom has no religion. Freedom favors no ethnicity. Freedom

discriminates not between rich and poor countries. Inevitably, freedom will overwhelm Ethiopia.

And with the advent of a new year, we are one step closer to freedom. It’s wonderful to be alive!

Happy New Year!

T

Fight tyranny from your PC. Keep posting articles on your facebook page, which is available in

Ethiopia.

T

The writer can be reached at serk27@gmail.com.
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7. Ethiopia: Meles’ and Mengistu’s visits to China

By Eskinder Nega, August 19th, 2011

This was a bitter sweet visit for Ethiopia’s increasingly precarious PM, Meles Zenawi. It was
obvious he traveled to the Orient savoring the ensuing headlines. His cheerful mood was
apparent as he boarded the chartered Boeing that was to ferry him to the Middle Kingdom. He

was mysteriously all smiles.

Unbeknownst to many that day was Chinese approval of 500 million dollars in new loans to
Ethiopia. Meles was due in Beijing to proudly preside over the official signing ceremony. What
could the near bankrupt West do but look with marked tinge of envy? Certainly, no one would
miss this cunning Chinese response to Hillary Clinton’s provocative “beware of Chinese
colonization” June 2011 speech in Tanzania. And he would be in the spot that any leader in
power for two decades naturally craves most, the international spotlight. In addition, there will of
course be the 500 million dollars to take back home as proof that he still is, despite lingering
uncertainty generated by the Arab Spring, an international player to be reckoned with. There

were ample reasons to be upbeat.
But curse the hunger. It changed the narrative.

Somehow, there was more interest about the separate 55 million dollars food-aid offered by the

Chinese; a paltry tenth of the loans generously extended in this age of financial pandemonium.

Meles wanted to speak about investment and loans when he met Wen Jiabao, the Chinese

Premier. Economics dominated his thoughts.
But Jiabao had a crisis—yes, he called it a crisis!— in mind.
A crisis? What crisis? Have demonstrations broken out in Addis? Meles wasn’t smiling anymore.

“China will stay with Ethiopia to cope with the current crisis (hunger), beef up cooperation and

strive for common development,” an unsmiling Jiabao told the media after the meeting.
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To any one who read between the lines, this was the Chinese version of a public snub. Meles
wanted economics to dominate his visit and hoped to limit the looming threat of famine to an
afterthought. The Chinese opted for the opposite. They clearly wanted their guest to sensibly
prioritize his needs by feeding the hungry first. And they let the world know, albeit by way of
their customary doublespeak. There were only muted promises of investment. Much more was

said about hunger.

Few days later, President Hu Jintao reinforced the official line when he met Meles in the
Southern city of Shenzhen. I am concerned about hunger in the horn, he told Meles. This time
there wasn’t even mention of other issues, at least as far as the media was concerned. There was
no ambiguity. Hunger, not trade and investment, was center stage, much to the dismay of uppity

Meles Zenawi.

Almost unconsciously, China has acted like the rising super-power it is. Confronted with
irrefutable proof of a humanitarian disaster in the making, China has for the first time asserted
real leadership far beyond Asia. For any one who cares to take notice, here is a historical
milestone. Beijing could no more indefinitely stave off the responsibility of moral leadership that

comes with world-power status.

The last time the Chinese snubbed an Ethiopian leader was in the 80s. Beleaguered Mengistu
Haile-Mariam was in Beijing to complain about “imperialists” sabotaging his socialist revolution
and plead for aid. But with ideologue Mao long dead, reforming Deng, then firmly in control of

China, was in no mood for revolutionary rhetoric.

“Negotiate with your opponents and concentrate on feeding the people,” advised Deng.

Mengistu was outraged. He left Beijing not only disappointed but also angered. The audacity of
Deng had unnerved him. He had excuses for his problems. The insurgents were little more than
nuisances, they were not a real threat. Negotiating with them, he reckoned, would only be
making a mountain out of a molehill. And ever the orthodox ideologue, drought not flawed

policies bred Ethiopia’s hungry millions. He was not to blame.
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In the end, of course, Deng was to be proved right. Even from a distance, his foresight was

striking. But by the time Mengistu was finally prepared to heed his advice, it was too late.

Meles is not the only despot who sees more than there actually is in the rivalry between the West
and the Chinese in Africa. Fantasies aside, unlike the cold-war era, when two world views were
competing for world domination, the ball of contention is entirely different these days. The
Chinese may aspire to eventual economic primacy but are perfectly cognizant that they offer no
plausible alternative to liberal democracy. Their interest in Ethiopia, or indeed any where else in
Africa, has always been exclusively commercial in the post-Deng years. Like the Japanese
before them, they have neither politics nor world-view to export. Soft power remains an

unchallenged domain of the West.

But with almost a million Chinese now living in Africa and trade having expanded spectacularly
from 6 billion to 100 billion dollars in less than a decade, Chinese perspectives must inevitably
broaden. Too much is now at stake. No more is it feasible to look askance when genocide was in
play, as was the case in Sudan. No more is it possible to pretend that all is rosy as millions go
hungry, as is the case with Ethiopia. Not only has China become rich and strong enough to make

conscience an imperative but bad publicity is famously bad for business.

It’s time for a dose of imagination in Chinese foreign policy. A budding superpower could do
more than merely oppose the West. And perhaps banning the sale of jamming devices would be

the best place to start. It has tarnished China’s image.

T

Fight tyranny from your PC. Keep posting articles on your facebook pages, which are available

in Ethiopia.

T

The writer can be reached at: serk27@gmail.com.
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8. Ethiopian perspectives on London’s riots
By Eskinder Nega, August 12th, 2011

Had it transpired anywhere in the US, home to world-famous Uzi-brandishing street gangs,
hardly any other person but victim and family would have paused to take notice. But fatal police

shootings are still rare in the UK. They tend to raise many eyebrows.

Operation Trident Officers, who are tasked with tracking gun related crimes in London’s
formidable African and Caribbean communities, had no reason to suspect that the pending

August 4th, 2011, arrest of Mark Duggan, 29, would be anything but routine.

How events exactly unfolded when Duggan was approached by the police is not yet clear. But
shots had suddenly rang out and by the time it was over Duggan was dead; a police officer had

been wounded; and a police radio had been wreaked by a bullet.

Mark Duggan was no criminal. The police had no record of him. He was well liked by friends
and neighbors. The gun fight dumbfounded his world-famous community in north London,

Tottenham.

This is London’s most diverse neighborhood; more than 300 languages are reportedly spoken.
It’s also where city’s highest unemployment rate is concentrated. Little of London’s fabled
wealth is evident here. Crime, petty as well as organized, and dominated by rival armed gangs,

thrives on the backstreets.

Tottenham had its first riot in the mid-1980s following the death of a black woman during a
search of her home by the police. This was a week after the infamous riots of Brixton, and much
to the shock of Britain a police officer was killed by protesters; a first in more than 150 years.
And suddenly, not only did Tottenham, mostly immigrant and non-white, but also the police,
mostly white and indigenous, had reason to be angry. Worse, there was ample room for more
bitterness over the subsequent trial of three minors and three adults charged with murder of the

police officer.
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The two sides more or less remained at odds ever since. Residents complained of alleged police
heavy handedness while law enforcement officials quietly mulled over alleged un-British

disregard of law and order. An explosion was inevitable.

Protest began two days later, August 6, 2011. It was peaceful at first. Three hundred people
gathered at Tottenham’s police station demanding “justice for Dunggan’s family.” The
authorities responded with police on horseback. They did not expect serious resistance. It was a

colossal miscalculation.

Provoked, protesters reacted with devastating ferocity. Two police cars were immediately
torched. And before anyone could give serious thought to what had happened, violence had
spread all over Tottenham. Three hours later, more than forty fires had been set around
Tottenham. Another two more hours and the protests had degenerated into widespread looting.

Anarchy was threatening to overwhelm parts of north London.

Britain was shocked. The public could see no rational for the lootings. Outrage rather than
copycat riots was expected for the next day, Sunday, August 7, 2011. But that was exactly what
did not happen.

The riots first spread to Enfield and Brixton. Police were attacked, fires set and stores looted.
Oxford circus, Chingford Mount, Ponders End and Islington were soon under siege by
rampaging youth. The police were distressed. They did not have enough personnel to contain a

city wide rampage.

Worse was to come on Monday, now the third night of riots. Scotland Yard reported “that areas
of north, east and south London were affected.” Birmingham and Manchester joined on Tuesday.
The speed with which the riots spread was simply breathtaking. Despite loud criticism by the

fiery British tabloid press, no law enforcement apparatus could have been prepared for it.

This is where yet another crucial lesson lie for Ethiopia’s archaic ruling party, the EPRDF.
Despite reprehensible lootings by rioters and the omnipresence of hysterical tabloids, there is
more to the English riots than mere criminality. Unemployment and hopelessness are underlying

causes. If protests break out in Ethiopia for any reason they will also spread swiftly and
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uncontrollably like they did in England. There is repression, corruption, inflation, unemployment
and rising hopelessness to serve as underlying causes. But unlike the apolitical British protests,
Ethiopia’s will most probably be quickly overwhelmed by the political issues of repression and

change. And as has happened in Egypt and Syria there will then be no turning back.

The longer reforms are delayed, the more the imperative for Ethiopia, peaceful transition to
democracy, will be at stake. The British will not prevent further riots by merely increasing the
number of police on the streets. Social ills will have to be tackled earnestly. Neither could the
EPRDF relay indefinitely on the strength of its security network to prevent an explosion. Both
Meles Zenawi and the EPRDF have overstayed. Change is inevitable and should be

accommodated rather than resisted futilely.

But six months have now passed since the demise of Mubarak’s rule in Egypt. And the much
predicted protests have yet to break out in Ethiopia. Does this mean that analysts have after all
been off mark? Or has the increased police presence on Addis’ streets effectively deterred

protests permanently? Not necessarily.

The repression is as unrelenting as ever. Food inflation has reached the atrocious 50 % mark.
Unemployment shows no sign of declining. Small businesses, the backbone of the expanding

service sector, are suffering perceptibly. The specter of famine dominates the headlines.

Corruption is getting worse. There is growing tension within the ruling party. And
overshadowing all these is the Arab Spring, which has inspired the restive urban youth. The
analysts have always been right. These factors matter more than the repressive capabilities of the

state. The threat of an explosion will continue to loom large for the foreseeable future.

The police and security services both in Ethiopia and Britain should be given a break. It’s not for
them to solve the underlying problems their countries face. In democratic Britain the remedy lies

in economics and social policies. In authoritarian Ethiopia it lies squarely in politics.

T
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9. Mubarak in court : Is Meles next?

By Eskinder Nega, August 5th, 2011

Thirty years in the limelight and yet Mubarak seldom smiled. Arab leaders rarely do. Perhaps it’s
the 600 years under the Ottomans. But the last time he appeared on television, February 10,
2011, there was more than the customary solemnity. The sneer was manifestly apparent. This
was after all a veteran solider speaking, a decorated hero of the 1974 Israeli-Arab war which had
restored Egypt’s confidence and dignity, and he was impatient to tell the world that succumbing

to the demands of an unruly mob was the last thing on his mind.
“I will not resign,” he finally said, defiantly stressing each word to maximize impact.

Egypt was literally outraged. The rest of the world held its breath. And the impossible happened

next: he was ousted in less than 24 hours!

Six months later, he was back on the airwaves, his image and words transmitted live to a world-

wide audience.

“Yes, I am here. I deny all the accusations wholly,” rang out 83-year-old Hosni Mubarak’s still

surprisingly deep and strong voice.

But he was clearly not the man he was on February 10, 2011. He was speaking from one of
Egypt’s infamous prisoners’ cages, laying helplessly in bed, accused of murder and plunder. The

hair was still the dyed jet-black it had always been, but the facial expression had changed
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noticeably. A ghostly hollowness in the eyes dominated the face. The only movement was

around the lips, involuntarily.

The world was not supposed to see him like this. Ostensibly running Egypt are men all appointed
to their exalted positions by Mubarak. To their credit, they hadn’t forgotten. While the whole
world spoke of his overthrow, of a people’s revolution, they were loyally adamant that he had

“voluntarily stepped aside in the interest of the nation.”

Fuming young revolutionaries, however, thought otherwise. “We took him down in plain view of
the whole world,” they protested. Along the way, more than 800 unarmed and peaceful protesters

died. He must see his day in court of law, they demanded passionately.

The setting was complete for a battle of wills. And more than the pace of reforms was at stake in

the outcome. The very soul of the revolution was on the line.

Which side prevailed was apparent when ethereal Mubarak was briskly wheeled into a mostly
empty court room in a hospital bed. Victory has gone to the revolutionaries. Though it’s too early
to write off the military entirely, by losing the blinking contest they have lost the initiative. They

are now less likely to dictate the pace of change.

Will the wretched sight of Mubarak behind a prisoners’ cage impel dictators to cling to power at
all costs? Have Assad in Syria, Saleh in Yemen and Meles in Ethiopia now lost what incentive
there was to negotiate? Will the fate of Mubarak inadvertently become an antidote to peaceful

transition?

More than 800 people should not have died in mere eighteen days. Most were shot wantonly by
sharp-shooters to spread terror. Some were recklessly knifed by ruling party thugs. Many more
were seriously injured by an overzealous police. More than 100 people were either being killed
or injured every day during those three weeks. But the vast majority of protesters were unarmed

and peaceful. There was coldhearted calculation to the killings.

This was more than a state reacting to restore law and order. There was clear motive behind the

killings.
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There is a fine line between murder and casualty that must not be crossed. Mubarak had
callously crossed that line. He is now paying for it. Had he left office earlier, before killing
gratuitously, he would most probably not be where he is today. His friends would have been able
to help. His last minute behavior, more than the entirety of his record, is what has compelled the

trial.

Saleh and Meles could and should learn from Mubarak. After bombarding Hama with tanks,
however, it looks like its too late for Syria’s Assad. He will have to account for his actions,
sooner or later. His friends and well-wishers, even those in Iran, would now be really hard
pressed to help him. Saleh, too, would have been beyond the pale by now had it not been for the
obvious threat posed by Islamic fundamentalists in Yemen, some with ties to Al-Qaeda. But
hopefully Saleh is aware that he lives in the age of satellite television. A single image could sway
world-wide public opinion against him. And no one will then be able to buttress his regime or

help him personally, as the Saudis have been doing ever since the implosion of the crisis.

Every step Saleh takes is laden with multiple risks and dangers. The earlier he leaves the better

for all: himself, his country and the region.

Meles Zenawi of course has yet to face a crisis. But he will. An African Spring, with Ethiopia,
Africa’s largest dictatorship, as its epicenter, is unavoidable. And he knows it. But his reaction
stands in sharp contrast to the Moroccans. While the Moroccan regime, soberly mindful of what
had happened in Tunisia and Egypt, has voluntarily instituted democratic reforms to preempt a
mass uprising, Meles has chosen to dramatically increase police presence on the streets. There is
no talk of democratic reforms. All signs are that he intends to make a stand. Now rather than

later is the best time for friends to caution him otherwise.

Meles must not draw the wrong lessons from Mubarak’s plight. Mubarak’s last minute behavior,
not his track record, determined what happened to him after his ouster. The same most probably

holds true for Meles Zenawi.

T
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10. Negaso and EPRDF: The Inside Story

By Eskinder Nega, July 29th, 2011

Book publishing had its golden age in the 60s and 70s. So did theater. The singular genius of
Tsegaye Gebre-Medhin, whose magnificent adaptations of Shakespearean plays are arguably the

best of their kind anywhere in the world,

inspired and to a large extent sustained a rare, lively world of African theater. It may still be the
best in Africa. Books and literary magazines thrived on multitude of talents, Behalu Girma,
Sebhat Gebre-Egzabher, Berhanu Zerihun, and many others. Good books easily sold tens of

thousands of copies.

The 80s and 90s were less pleasant. Tsegaye was distracted, first, by the nation’s new rulers,
whose ethnocentrism he abhorred, and later on, by ill-health. (He died in the US in 2006.) And in
the world of book publishing, the explosion of private newspapers in the mid-80s literally

became an existential threat. Good books could barely sale 5000 copies anymore.

But there have been the occasional bestsellers. Mengistu Haile-Mariam’s book-formatted
interviews probably hold the record in this regard, reportedly selling in the tens of thousands.
Berhanu Nega’s take on Ethiopia’s politics in 2006, written, smuggled out and published while
he was still in prison, was unavoidably a runaway success. Seye Abraha’s book was also
successful but could have done better had less space been devoted to court proceedings and more
to politics. (He has promised such a book in the future. A good book from him could set a new

record.) And now there is a latest entrant to this select league, Negaso Gidada’s book-formatted
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interviews. (There were of course many more successful books over the years. But I can’t

possibly detail them all here. Sorry.)

Entitled “Negaso’s journey”(Negaso’s menged) and written by Daniel Tefera, a young journalist,
the 384 pages book was released in Addis Ababa about two weeks ago. Here is Negaso narrating
his early life, reminiscing about student politics, revealing new secrets about the EPRDF and

expounding his vision for the nation verbatim.

Naturally, at a time when public disapproval of EPRDF’s corrupt and inflation ridden
authoritarianism has climbed to an all time high, the most alluring parts of the book lie in the

chapters about the ruling party.

Here are 5 EPRDF inside stories revealed by Negaso in this book.(There are more but you will

have to buy and read the book.)

1. On murder and impunity.

On page 213 Negaso addresses the issue of performance reviews in the OPDO, one of four
constituent members of the EPRDF coalition. Even when apparent breach of law by officials was
established, prosecution was not automatic, Negaso says. They were merely transferred to

different positions.

In one shocking instance, “a stubborn and spiteful official, whom I would rather not name

publicly, was accused of murder (but was not prosecuted,)” Negaso discloses.

2. On Major General Abadula (now Speaker of the Federal Parliament.)

Abadula Gemeda (nominal chief of the army in 2000) was in Paris when news of fallout between
TPLF leaders broke out, recounts Negasso. But after his return he was quick to throw his lot with
Meles. He and two other active-duty Oromo Generals, Bacha and Alemeshet, who were

constitutionally compelled to stay out of politics, were soon lobbying for open support of Meles.

“We (Negaso and Kuma, leader of the OPDO) insisted that the military should stay out of

politics,” says Negaso.
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But the Generals were adamant that with the TPLF weakened by internal strife, the ANDM was
becoming too powerful in the EPRDF. OPDO must support Meles and buttress its standing in the
EPRDF, they maintained.

“We rejected their argument and opted to reconcile TPLF leaders,” says Negaso.

But access to palace grounds, where Negaso was housed as the nation’s titular President, was

suddenly prohibited and people could see him no more, frustrating the effort.

“When I inquired with security, I was told the order had come from Tefera Walewa,” explains
Negaso. The presidential title notwithstanding, he was unable to override Tefera’s order. He was

transformed into a virtual prisoner in the grand palace.

“Meles cleverly used the ANDM,” he says.

But ultimately, even if unsaid by Negaso, devoid as the ANDM has always been of a capable
leadership, it was never really in a position to dominate the EPRDF. Meles’ standing has always

been secure, and he most probably knew it.

3. On Meles and Seye Abraha et al.

And there is Negaso’s gripping (and disturbing) narration of Meles’ account of the fallout
between him and his best friends, Seye Abraha et al.

“We took away their jackets and threw them out naked,” bragged deranged looking Meles at an
EPRDF meeting days after illegally expelling almost half of his party’s senior leadership.

“I was flabbergasted,” says Negaso. “I immediately told him he sounded like Mengistu Hiale-

Mariam.”

For a brief moment it seemed as if Meles had gone too far. There was silence in the room. But

Genet Zewde, an ANDM member, suddenly burst into tears.

“How could you compare him to Meles?” she implored sobbing.
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And abruptly Negaso was on the defensive.

“I did not say he was Mengistu Haile-Mariam. I only said he sounded like him,” Negaso had to
blurt out.

The tide turned. Meles was saved.

4. On corruption.

Worried by increased feedbacks from the public about the rising tide of corruption, Negaso

approaches Meles demanding action.

“There is nothing I could do right now,” replied an irate Meles. “Securing conclusive evidences
in individual cases is easier said than done. The smart move is to concentrate on culturally

stigmatizing corruption.”

Negaso, however, was unmoved.

“My final impression was that he was not serious about fighting corruption,” charges Negaso.( A
UNDP report has recently revealed that Ethiopia has lost up to 3 billion US dollar to corruption

since 1990. Senior government officials are prime suspects.)

5. On Meles Zenawi.

“We never had a close personal or working relationship,” says Negaso. He has been to his house

only a couple of times. “

Meles is a heavy smoker. “(Some leaders of the EPRDF) are heavy smokers, but Meles smoked
much more than everyone else.”(Isn’t this a sign of ingrained anxiety?) His favorite drink is red
win. He is, no surprise here, temperamental, and occasionally, “his choices of words are not

always wise.”
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There are also his arbitrary decisions, Negaso reminds readers. “General Tsadkan and General
Abebe were dismissed from their positions arbitrarily (and illegally.) He should have consulted

the party but did not.”

T

Fight tyranny from your PC. Keep posting articles on your facebook page, which are available in

Ethiopia.
T

The writer could be reached at serk27@gmail.com.

11. Reflections on South Sudan’s Independence

By Eskinder Nega, July 8th, 2011

If it was up to the Egyptians there would be no independent country called Sudan. And briefly, in
the mid-nineteenth century, Egypt and present day Sudan were indeed one under the wildly
ambitious and much romanticized Albanian Khedive, Ismail the Magnificent. But Victorian
Britain, the premier world power in the nineteenth century, and the country to which a
financially bankrupt and politically exhausted Egypt was to succumb in the late nineteenth

century, doggedly insisted on a separation.

Northern Sudan and Egypt have shared a common past for stretched duration’s before the
ascendance of Islam. But whereas Arab conquerors succeeded in much of Egypt they were
somehow unable to tread to the southern peripheries and subjugate Nubia, as the region was then

known.

And what is now a large part of north Sudan and south Egypt effectively became independent for
the next 700 years, until the beginning of the ninetieth century when Egyptians, nominally under

the Ottomans but effectively sovereign, began to push southwards.
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Ismail the Magnificent dreamt of uniting the Nile valley under direct Egyptian control. He thus
pushed beyond historical Nubia to seize new territories in the south, where he faced no serious
opposition and succeeded, and the east, where an impenetrable Ethiopian resistance, under king
Yohannes, triggered not only his downfall but ultimately led to the collapse of Egyptian

independence, too.

The British inherited the new lands in south Sudan when they formally occupied Egypt in
1882.What they found were an assortment of 200 disparate Nilotic ethnicities who had nothing
in common with the Arabized, Islamized north. In due course they decided to administer them
separately; and for thirty years extraordinarily prohibited the movement of peoples between the
two regions to preempt southern assimilation. When it was time for the British to leave in the

mid 1950s the two peoples were strangers as ever.

The prospect of decolonization triggered civil war in Sudan in 1955, a year before independence.
Southerners modestly demanded limited autonomy but northerners insisted on absorption and
integration. This was the 50s, well before multi-culturalism was to go mainstream in subsequent
decades. The war, Sudan’s first civil war, lasted until 1972. An uneasy but much welcomed ten
year lull of hostilities then ensued courtesy of a peace treaty brokered in Addis Ababa; only to be

cut short in 1983 when Islamic law was forcibly imposed on the south.

Sudan’s second civil war was to last much longer than the first; twenty one years this time. The
consequences were literally cataclysmic. Though the southern populace has never peaked above
the 10 million mark, around 2.5 million were to die and 5 million more were to be displaced in
two decades of mayhem. For each combatant who died in conflict, more than 20 civilians were
either deliberately slaughtered or were caught in cross-fire. Every southern household was

inundated one way or the other. The US government has classified it as genocide.

By the time a second peace agreement was signed in 2005, independence
for the south, sooner or later, was a foregone conclusion. No other out come could conceivably
be acceptable to highly traumatized southerners. To their credit, and much to the relief of the

international community, even northerners were able to acknowledge this much.
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And so the big day has finally come. South Sudan will join the international community on
Saturday, July 11, 2011. But while the outcome of the war is welcomed all over Africa there will

nonetheless be few overt celebrations.

Many African governments dread the specter of revived secessionist ambitions across the
continent. With the independence of South Sudan, the bedrock of the post-independence African
consensus, the inviolability of colonial-era borders, has been shattered. Anything to the

determinant of colonial boundaries is now plausible. In this sense, a new era has begun in Africa.

Even after the session of south Sudan no country will be more wary of the implications than
north Sudan. Secessionist sentiment in Darfur, where a ferocious insurgency has cost the lives of
half a million people and displaced millions more, will most probably be reinforced.Neither the
government in Khartoum nor the international community will be in a position to dissuade calls
for a referendum like the one held in south Sudan. And it will be harder to ignore Somaliland and

Western Sahara.

85% of Sudan’s oil comes from South Sudan. But the revenue is being split equally with the
north, which controls the pipeline that delivers it to the international market. This will no doubt
be challenged in the near future; a shorter pipeline to the Kenyan coast has already been
proposed. The geopolitical significance of the north will inevitably shrink while that of the south
is set to rise. Expect to see more and more Chinese in South Sudan over the coming years.

Westerners are hardly in a position to compete.

But the overseas Consortium, Greater Nile Petroleum Operating Company,
that control the oil in the south is not controlled by the Chinese as has been widely reported.
Their share stands at only 40%. The reminder is split between Malaysians, 30%, and Indians,

25%. This will be a difficult team to beat in the energy sector.

There is a question to which no politician or pundit has yet offered a convincing answer: Will an

independent South Sudan be stable?

Dispute over border demarcation between north and south Sudan has already entailed the need to

deploy UN mandated Ethiopian peacekeepers
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in Abyei, a contested oil rich area. The statuses of northern controlled South Kurdufan and Blue
Nile regions, areas much larger than Abeiy and claimed by both sides, are pending an outcome of
a promised referendum. Now that South Sudan is finally free, however, the international
community may very well look the other way if the north decides not to honor its promise. But
there will be domestic pressure on the South Sudanese government not to abandon kins in the

north.

No less menacing is the rivalry between Dinkas, South Sudan’s largest ethnic group, and Nuers,
the second largest, which threatens the emergence of a pluralistic constitutional democracy. Both
sides are heavily armed and remain susceptible to external manipulators, not least northern
Sudanese. The CIA has warned that “mass killing or genocide” will take place by 2015. There is
also the bona fide danger of proxy war between Ethiopia and Eritrea. And rampant corruption is

seriously undermining the legitimacy of the new state.

But whatever dangers may lie ahead the emergence of an independent
South Sudan is cause for celebration. A people longed for freedom, fought for it against the odds,
and finally triumphed. Here is history marching forward. Here is freedom overcoming tyranny.
Here is David slaying Goliath. Here is exemplified the potential in all of us to do great things.

Here is hope for humanity.

Welcome South Sudan. God bless.

TN

Fight tyranny from your PC. Keep posting articles on your facebook pages.

TN

The writer could reached at serk27@gmail.com
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12.SOS: dissent and terrorism in Ethiopia
By Eskinder Nega

Entrapment is often a controversial but yet an established component of law enforcement even in
democracies. But true to form the controversy is wholly absent in authoritarian countries.
Entrapment is embraced with spiteful fervor. It is an elemental attribute of tyranny. But more
often than not it is the gullibly innocent rather than the unwary criminally predisposed that end
up being ensnared. And no better examples are there than in the ranks of Ethiopia’s enduring
political prisoners. From this hapless assemblage have come public “confessions” about alleged

terrorist conspiracies.

As goes an excited announcement on public media on Thursday, an exposé about a new round of
conspiracy, perhaps with a “confession” which links it to Eritrea, will soon be aired to the nation.

No specific date has been set.

And four of nine alleged culprits have already been named by the police. Addressing journalists
on Wednesday, Demmelash Gebre-Michael, spokesperson of the Federal Police, confirmed that
Zerihun Gebre-Egzabher, chairman of the Ethiopian National Democratic Party (ENDP); Dejene
Tefera, member of ENDP ; Woubshet Taye, deputy editor of Awramba ; and Reyot Alemu,

columnist of Fethe, were amongst those arrested.
The charge: terrorism.

ENDP is one of Ethiopia’s multitudes of tiny political parties. It has legal standing, and has vied
to win seats in local and national elections. But its diminished name recognition has meant that
its relevance has been more on the fringes than in the mainstream. This is its first brush with
fame. And in the event of Zerihun’s eventual conviction, it could very well secure a place in

history as the first political party to be banned by the judiciary.

Unlike the 2005 treason trials, however, when newspapers were notoriously charged, convicted

and proscribed as distinct legal entities, the government’s wrath is more circumspect this time,
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entangling only journalists, Webeshet and Reyot, rather than the entire newspapers they work

for.

But be not deluded into thinking that this is an improvement in any sense of the word. The grand
design has not been altered. The commitment to a one party state is as unyielding as ever. Only
the threat has changed. While it was on the verge of overwhelming the EPRDF in 2005 it is only
latent in 2011. There is no need for widespread clampdown yet; simply cultivating a climate of

fear may suffice to deter it from growing in to an existential threat.

And in well-publicized applications of the dreaded anti-terrorism law lies the perfect means to
stretch fear to its furthest limit. Already, rumors of pending arrests of journalists and members of
the opposition are rife on the grapevine. The danger seems so obvious that some are being
counseled by family and friends to leave the country. Many more live with the anxiety of an

uncertain future. Raw fear is in the air. And journalists have been affected the most.

The popular understanding of terrorism in much of the world is that of any act which deliberately
victimizes members of the public. But most legal definitions also incorporate politically
motivated damages to private and public properties within the same realm. The UN defines it
informally as, “(all) criminal acts intended or calculated to provoke a state of terror in the general
public.” American law identifies it as, “(any) premeditated, politically motivated violence

perpetrated against noncombatant targets.”

But in a somewhat fanciful, but plainly futile, attempt to blackmail and stigmatize its opponents,
the EPRDF has failed to acknowledge the crucial distinction between violence against civilians
and armed insurrection. This calculated shortcoming has unavoidably politicized the issue of
terrorism both in the eyes of the public and the regime’s stalwart international partners. And thus
the refusal of the Americans, despite strong protestations by the EPRDF, to classify armed
Ethiopian groups as terrorists. Virtually no one believes that the EPRDF’s armed opponents pose
a terrorist challenge to the nation. The sooner the EPRDF recognizes this, the better for the

nation.

As to our colleagues in prison, Webeshet and Reyot, we testify to their commitment to non-

violence. No independent journalist has given the charges the benefit of the doubt. And we
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reaffirm our commitment to peacefully serve the causes of truth, justice and democracy with our

writings. We will not be intimidated.

Democracy is humanity’s common destiny. There is no avoiding it whether you are an Eskimo or
a Zulu; a Christian or a Muslim; white or black; developed or developing. It is truly universal.
And after a long journey, Ethiopia’s encounter with destiny is right around the corner. We are

almost there.

We shall be free!

s

Fight tyranny from your PC.Keep posting articles on your facebook pages.

The writer could be reached at serk27@gmail.com

13. Ethiopia: No to “Grand Coalition” with EPRDF
By Eskinder Nega

There is bitter irony to the story of the large Ethiopian Diaspora in the US. No more is it only
large in sheer numbers but it’s also progressively more and more successful, impishly enticing
the nation’s best and brightest to leave their native land. Two cases illustrate this unfolding saga
of immigrants’ hard work and reward as they lay claim to their share of the fabled American

dream.

An Ethiopian owned business in DC, which generated more than 700 million dollars in sales last
year, is now large enough, in a rare feat for immigrants from Africa, to attract the attention of
anti-trust regulators. And on the west coast, a brilliant Ethiopian bridal designer, Amsale Aberra,
has crowned her phenomenal success with a new reality show, Amsale Girls. No blue-blooded

American in the designer world could aim higher.
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The presence of Ethiopian Professors on the numerous campuses of American universities is no
less impressive. There are far more PhD professors in the US than Ethiopia; many of them in the
challenging fields of the hard sciences. And they are nothing like the archetypal species of
redundant immigrants. America can not do without them; even in this time of the Great

Recession.

Many of them have gone to the US in search of greener pastures— respectable wages;
reasonable career prospects; decent schools for their children and, no less, pursuit of political and
social stability. A significant minority, many of them in the social sciences, however, are there
for political reasons. And perhaps no one represents this genre better than renowned Professor
Messay Kebede, whose thoughtful commentaries have long been important contributions to

public discourse.

Twenty years ago, Messay, who has a PhD from the University of Grenoble in France, was
chairman of the department of philosophy at Addis Ababa University. Two years after the advent
of the EPRDF to power, however, he was callously dismissed from his position for political
reasons. But the dismissal inevitably turned out to be more a loss to the AAU than Messay, who

went on to thrive at the University of Dayton in the US.

But like all reluctant exiles his passion for his home country, the forbidden fruit, so to speak, has
increased with distance. Like millions of his fellow citizens he most probably patiently harbored
hopes for revolution against Ethiopia’s new tyrants for years, but was then unexpectedly inspired
by the magical possibility of peaceful transformation in 2005, and was then suddenly beset by
the collective plunge to despair and disappointment after 2007. Meanwhile, twenty years come to

pass.

And after some reflection Messay sees an entrenched stalemate for all sides. Thus his latest
piece, a manifesto, as he calls it, Meles’s Political Dilemma and the Developmental State: Dead-
Ends and Exit, is “not only (an analysis of) the problems of Ethiopia, but also ( an attempt ) to
approach them from the perspective of the best way out for everybody.” And a sincere and

predictably brilliant treatise ensues.
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The gist of his manifesto, however, hinges perilously on the premise that, “the birth of
democratic states from an evolution of authoritarian regimes is no less a historical trend than the
establishment of democracies as a result of the violent overthrow of authoritarianism.” And as
examples, he cites, “Asian countries that applied the formula of the developmental state, but also

of other countries, such as Turkey, Spain, Brazil, Chile, etc.”

However, not a single example is in Africa, where the more relevant examples for Ethiopia are
and, as Hillary Clinton noted in her recent speech to the AU, more than half the countries have

become successful multi-party constitutional democracies over the past two decades.

But most importantly, have the countries mentioned by Messay indeed evolved organically into

democratic societies from an authoritarian past?

The Asian countries alluded to by Messay are obviously the Tiger countries, Hong Kong,
Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan, and perhaps the Tiger Cub countries, Indonesia, Malaysia,

Philippines and Thailand.

The first democratic revolution was not in the most advanced Tiger country, as any organic
evolution would have entailed, but in the least developed Tiger Cub country, the Philippines.
Serious demonstrations in support of democracy took place as early as 1983, well before the
economic malaise that was to grip the Philippines after the assassination of Ninoy Aquino. The
initial impetus was not economic hardship but democratic aspiration. There was no evolution
here. This was a popular revolution that was to eventually inspire not only Asia but also, in a

stroke of luck to humanity, Eastern Europeans. The rest, as they say, is history.

The most advanced Tiger country, Singapore, is still classified as “partly free” by Freedom
House, and “hybrid regime,” which roughly means the same thing, by the Economist magazine.
Even with a 43,117 dollars annual Per Capita income, which is higher than those of even most
west European countries, the evolution to democracy has yet to show any sign of life. The
reason, if there is any, begs an explanation from evolutionary theorists. The middle income

threshold passed decades ago.

41



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

If there was ever any correlation between development and evolution to democracy, Hong Kong,
the second richest Tiger, would have been a hotbed of democratic activism in China after 1997.
Not so in reality, though. The dominant sentiment is submission to mainland norms rather than a

push to expand freedoms to the hinterland.

There was no evolution in South Korea either. The South Koreans were inspired by the Filipino
people’s revolution in 1986, much as Egyptians were by Tunisians, and months later hundreds of
thousands of them ever whelmed the streets. The military had to meekly submit to popular will.
There was no, to use Messay’s words, natural “transition from authoritarianism to democracy.”

This was a domino effect from the Filipino revolution.

In Taiwan, the poorest Tiger country, it was also the Filipino revolution that tipped the balance in
favor of democracy. Months after the Filipino evolution and at about the same time as protests
were shaking South Korea, martial law was preemptively revoked by the authorities. This was
about hope being suddenly ignited in Asia,thanks to the Filipinos. Three decades later, this time
squarely in the age of Satellite television, the same hope was triggered in the Middle East by

Tunisia.

Indonesia, the biggest Tiger cub country, has become democratic long before the tenets of the
developmental state were ever realized. But Malaysia, the most advanced Tiger cub country and
whose per capita income is more than 2 times that of Indonesia, is still only “partly free.”

Thailand, whose per capita income is about half of that of Malaysia, is as free as Indonesia.

Even granted that there was no revolution in Spain, there was neither evolution, too. The fascist
state was dismantled wholesale after the death of Franco. It was a thoroughly new beginning for
Spain. Brazil and Chile had military governments, as did many countries in South America. The
collapse of the Soviet Union explains the transition to democracy in that part of the world, not

evolution.

Only Turkey remains. And admittedly there is continuity and evolution in the Turkish case. But
given the unique history and experiences of Turkey, the relevance for Ethiopia would be far-

fetched. Perhaps it is the Middle East that has more to learn from Turkey than Africa. The
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“historical evolution” is simply not as widespread as Messay has implied. Where it exists the

relevance to Africa is at best contentious.

But this is not the most serious flaw in Messay’s proposition. Rather, the error lies in the
presumption that the demand for democracy from the grassroots is weak enough to be tempered
by a “grand coalition of elites.” It is not. There is real pressure for democracy from the public, in
Ethiopia and elsewhere. This is why democracy is a realty in more than half of the countries in
Africa. This is why there was revolution in Egypt and protests refuse to die out in Syria. A
reductionist view of politics as a dialogue between elites is at best wrong. The relevance of any
elite, to use Messay’s own words, which is “firmly anchored in the opposition camp,” is only to

the extent that it is able to articulate the needs and aspiration of the people.

And the message from the grassroots is that the EPRDF must go. No party must be in power for
twenty years. There is no room for a “grand coalition of elites”, however well intentioned the
suggestion may be. Ethiopia needs a clean, peaceful break from the past. And if this could
somehow be negotiated as it was in South Africa, so be it. It must in fact be given precedence.
The alternative is at best frightening, and despite appearances, given the un-sustainability of the

status-quo, inevitable.

14. Ethiopia’s stolen 8.4 billion dollars and EPRDF

By Eskinder Nega

The folks at Global Financial Integrity may not know this, but their report on illicit financial
flows is threatening to steal the thunder from an important milestone for the EPRDF, Ethiopia’s

repressive ruling party,
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which will be celebrating its 20th year in power on the 28th of this month. And more than a
harmless opportunity to gloat is slipping away. GFI’s report poses real danger of generating

mistrust between EPRDF’s senior leadership.

Commissioned grandly by the UNDP, the development arm of the UN, GFI’s report explores the
flow of illicit financial flows from Least Developed Countries (LDSs), of which Ethiopia has
been an enduring mainstay. (Many countries, some in Africa, have moved up the ladder of

development.)

Covering the 18 years between 1990 and 2008, which are all, but one, 1990, within the realm of
EPRDF’s reign, the report includes Ethiopia,one of the world’s most impoverished countries, in
the top ten countries from which funds have been transferred illegally in to banks and offshore
financial centers in developed countries. The amount: a whooping 8.4 billion US dollars, which
places Ethiopia at a shocking 9th place in the world, just below resource rich and gruesomely

autocratic Myanmar with 8.5 billion dollars.

The report attributes the bulk, 65 to 70 percent, of Ethiopia’s illicitly transferred funds to trade
mispricings. Somewhere in the remaining 30 to 35 percent—up to 3 billion US dollars—are the
laundered monies of corrupt government officials, almost all exclusively members of the

EPRDF.

Clearly, some EPRDF officials are amply prepared for a comfortable exile. And there are of
course others who believe in the fairy tale of the party’s invincibility and see no need for a
contingency plan. This will most probably be their wakeup call. The haste not to be left behind is

now inevitable. The worst for the nation is yet to come.

Export figures released by the Ministry of Trade in late February 2011show coffee still
dominating the sector. Of the infinitesimal 1.14 billion US dollars the nation earned in six
months from goods sold overseas in 2003(in the Ethiopian calendar), 320 million dollars were

attributed to coffee.

Guna Trading House PLC, a holding of the Endowment Fund for the Rehabilitation of Tigray,

EFFORT, a business empire managed exclusively by senior members of the EPRDF, is an
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exporter of coffee. Guna is also a significant exporter of sesame seeds, another key export for the

nation. Moreover, it has involvement in the import business.

There is no conclusive proof that EFFORT’s holdings are involved in trade mispricings, but the
possibilities that exist for party leaders are cause for particular concern. Perhaps, only the tenure
of Seye Abraha , who was EFFORT’s CEO before his fallout with Meles Zenawi and subsequent
six years imprisonment, has been thoroughly scrutinized. (He came out clean.) With the
EPRDF’s obvious old boy’s network cutting across party, government, and business circles,
EFFORT is suspected by many of being a convenient conduit for illicit financial flows. But
again, the hard proofs are lacking so far. (Ditto for the much smaller EPRDF affiliated

endowment funds for other regions.)

Gold is now Ethiopia’s second biggest earner of foreign currency,bringing in about half as much
as coffee. Most of it is exported by MIDROC, owned by Mohammed Al-Amoudi, an Ethio-
Saudi billionaire, who owns the largest gold mine in the country. With hundreds of millions of
dollars earned from exports, MIDROC is easily the nation’s principal exporter. Though
instinctively apolitical, Al-Amoudi’s odd affiliation with the ruling party has long raised eye-
brows. But even here, there is nothing more than a lingering suspicion that there is more than

meets the eye.

A favorite of corrupt officials everywhere is of course kickbacks. A kickback is the difference
between market price and inflated payment to a company that wins a government contract. It’s a
favorite of third world dictatorships. And though practiced at all levels of government, the real
money is with foreign companies, which is an exclusive preserve of senior officials. Arms
procurement is their particular favorite. Interestingly, kickback from arms purchases was an issue
during the wrangling for primacy between Meles and his critics in the EPRDF ten years ago.

None of the charges were ever proved.

The 8.4 billions stolen from Ethiopia have no doubt mostly disappeared in to the black hole that
is offshore banking. This is a huge part of international finance; more than 6 trillion US dollars
lie there. The IMF estimates the illicit funds laundered annually by offshore banking at 1.5
trillion US dollars (of which half a billion is thought to come from fraud and corruption.) And

45



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

until recently, Swiss was the favored haven. But since 2008, others, amongst them the Cayman
Islands, have risen in popularity. The deposits in Cayman Island, whose population is only 54,
878, is estimated to hover around 1.9 trillion US dollars. In Africa, Ghana aspires to be the new
destination for international offshore banking. There are abundant reasons to shun infamous

Switzerland.

Beyond the cruelty of stealing billions that could have gone a long way, in the words of UNDP,
“to help children go to school, help mothers give birth safely, and expanding access to basic
health care, better nutrition, and clean water and sanitation for all,” is the question of how this

grand theft was possible.

The answer is simple: feeble rule of law; suffocated civil society; suppressed free media;
nominal judicial independence; patronage based civil service—in sum, absence of a democracy
with checks and balances. Where there is despotism there is corruption; particularly in the
presence of a private sector. The problem is compounded when politics and business mix, which

is the case for Ethiopia.

The extent of corruption in Ethiopia, as indicated by the stolen 8.4 billion dollars, is a shocker
not only to the naive supporters of the EPRDF but also to its severest critics. Simply put, no one
imagined it to be this big. But it is, and the problem requires an urgent remedy. This is money
that has been stolen from Ethiopians, including all but a handful of the alleged 5 million
members of the EPRDF.

Rest assured that the time for accountability will come in due time.

i

The writer could be reached at serk27@gmail.com

Fight tyranny from your PC. Keep posting articles on your facebook pages.
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15. May 28 and the message to Meles Zenawi

By Eskinder Nega

Yes. The impossible has happened and come tomorrow 7300 days—twenty years— will come
to pass since the astonishing accession of EPRDF to the helm of a nation it had never intended

to lead.

And a million-plus pro-EPRDF rally is being hastily organized in Addis for the big day,
Saturday, May 28th 2011. Here is the EPRDF leadership at its best, cunning, manipulative and
callous. It may very well manage a respectable rally—but probably short of its hoped million—

despite its profound unpopularity. Hostile the public may be but it is still largely unorganized.

Nevertheless, with no end to the protests in the Arab world the future looks decidedly bleak for
authoritarianism. It could be said categorically that the best days for despotism lie in the past
rather than the future. There is nothing the EPRDF could do to prevent the inevitable. It can not
defeat history.

But it wasn’t like this all the time.

The most extraordinary facet of the EPRDF twenty years ago was the odd absence of the
charismatic strongman at its helm. Strongmen had always appeared indispensable to successful
insurgencies, but, intriguingly, the EPRDF had defied the convention with charming ease. At its
core lay the bona fide collective leadership of the TPLF, one of the four constituent members of
the EPRDF. Meles Zenawi, the nominal head, was really no more important than any other in the
powerful TPLF politburo. It stood in sharp contrast to the Derg, which had for long—but not

always— been singularly dominated by Mengistu.
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Barely in his early twenties when he was one of the founding members of the TPLF, Meles spent
his formative years in the mountains of Tigray as a less than impressive fighter during the crucial
early years of the insurgency. But he compensated with his extensive readings and formidable
debating prowess. If the TPLF was to have a future it needed more than mere spirited fighters.
The nerds (in its innocuous sense) had to be given the floor, too. And Meles seemed like the

logical and safest choice.

What his comrades did not anticipate was how power was to change him subsequently. Not only
did he thrive in his new position but he was also intellectually and spiritually revitalized. He was
soon no more content to serve the party. A diligent student of modern history, he was both
culturally and temperamentally predisposed to the notion of a party that yields to the will of its

visionary leader.

He was quick to recognize that real power lies in the state and not in the party. Not so his peers.
They concentrated on the party, particularly the TPLF. When it was time for a showdown he
took them down almost with his hands down. The party was no match to the state. And thus the
EPRDF finally had its first strongman, almost ten years after the party’s rise to power in 1991.

EPRDF’s exceptionalism was decisively cut short.

This is the genesis of EPRDF’s propensity to total conformity, both inside and outside the party,
which culminated in the infamous election results of 2010. Ethiopia has thus become

progressively less democratic in the second half of EPRDF’s two decades reign.

Meles Zenawi , as opposed to the entirety that is the EPRDF, is the chief naysayer to democracy
in Ethiopia. There are of course others but they are more hoopla than substance. It took only the
departure of Ben Ali to realize democracy in Tunisia. It will most probably take no more in

Ethiopia.

But there is more at stake for Ethiopia in how the leader leaves power. Ethiopia can not afford
the kind of protracted instability Yemen had to go through over the past several months. Ethiopia
desperately needs a peaceful transition to democracy. Meles knows this. It’s his most potent card

to fight change.
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Meles’ great disadvantage is most probably akin to those of Ben Ali and Hosni Mubabrak. Both
took their underlings for granted, assuming that patriotism had no place in their thinking. It was a
fateful misjudgment for them. Only rarely in history, as in Nazi Germany, does collective
common sense collapse entirely. There is more, not less, patriotism in Ethiopia, both inside and
outside the EPRDF, than either Tunisia or Egypt. The voices in support of peaceful change will

sooner or later be heard from the midst of his support network.

But as things stand now, the only real legacies of the EPRDF are poised to be the secession of

Eritrea and a stint in power for Meles Zenawi.

Is this what fifty thousand fighters (mostly teenagers) of the EPRDF died for fighting the Derg?

The answer: a big emphatic NO!

And so, in deference to the tens of thousands of young Ethiopians who died to make May 28th
1991 possible, I repeat this message from the people to PM Meles Zenawi, which I first

conveyed in an open letter a few months ago:

Sir, you have wasted the two decades with which you were blessed to affect change. In place of
pragmatism dogma has prevailed, in place of transparency secrecy has taken root, in place of

democracy oppression has intensified, and in place of merit patronage has been rewarded.

Sir, the people want—no, need—you to resign and leave office peacefully, legally and

immediately.

TN

The writer could be reached at serk27@gmail.com

Fight tyranny from your PC. Keep posting articles on your facebook pages.
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16. Open Letter to Hilary Clinton from Ethiopia

By Eskinder Nega, June 13,2011

Dear Secretary Clinton,

Unlike the almost annoyingly fussy, routinely dead-beat and robotically mechanical welcome of
the government, I extend to you the simple, warm welcome of Ethiopia’s oppressed tens of

millions:

Welcome to our ramshackle of a city, the embodiment of four wasted decades and barely over a
century old, though, as Henry Kissinger usually likes to point out, the history of the Ethiopian

state is older than even that of China.

Be sure to enjoy authentic servings of injera and wat, slightly different than what you would
have tasted in Washington. I personally recommend the vegetarian dishes. And while
improbable, a short sojourn in Axum and Lalibela would be a much needed respite to your busy
schedule. The massive monolithic stone carvings are unlike anything you would find elsewhere.
And for those in your entourage who favor art, there are marvelous 16th and 17th paintings in

Gonder.

The story of Hilary Rodham Clinton is stirring, to say the least. I would be hard pressed to class
it amongst conventional rags to riches narratives. While not classically rich, your father, Hugh
Rodham, was neither a pauper in any sense of the word. I think the chronicle of your
phenomenal rise to fame and prominence rather stands for the ideal absent in far too many

countries, but not in the US: the early recognition of merit, its cultivation, and ultimate reward.
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Indeed, as is frequently intoned, only in the USA could a wife overcome the huge shadow cast
by a life-long over-achieving husband. But even in the US only an exceptional person could have
done it. I suspect that it is this dazzling aspect of your public profile that particularly irks your

paparazzi-like critics.

Two episodes strike me as uniquely remarkable from the young-Hilary-years.

The first lies, perhaps much too predictably, in your commencement address at Wellesley. While
many savor and endlessly debate about your rebuke of Senator Brooke, who had preceded you as
a speaker, I tend to single-mindedly cling to one line from your wonderful speech, “the challenge

now is to practice politics as the art of making what appears to be impossible, possible.”

Madam Secretary, if only you knew how much those words still resonate with those of us who
believe, hoping against hope, that it is possible to bring democracy peacefully to an Ethiopia run
harshly by despotic EPRDF; admittedly, a valuable tactical, but by no means a strategic, ally of
the US.

The second is how you abruptly approached your future husband, the young Bill Clinton, hand
extended, and calmly introduced yourself: “If you keep looking at me, and I am going to keep

looking back, we might as well be introduced. I am Hilary Rodham”

Woooow! That took some guts, integrity and confidence. When I first read these words I
remember thinking how this ought to be the one person Americans should trust to take that 3 AM
phone call. No wonder your Commander-in-Chief potential was never questioned. And
somewhat

coincidentally, guts, integrity and confidence are exactly the values Ethiopians need to nurture
more to realize the much longed for peaceful transition to democracy. Democracy activists could

learn much from your example.

But your image amongst democracy activists, to some extent here in Ethiopia but more so in the
Middle East, has suffered since the outbreak of protests against Mubarak in Egypt. The word on

the street, unfairly I believe, is that Hilary favors old, violent autocrats over young, peaceful
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democrats. This would have had dire consequences for America’s already precarious reputation

if not for the personal popularity of President Obama.

There is widespread recognition that there was rational behind your initial cautioned response to
the Egyptian protests. Reasonable people do not expect the US to abandon allies summarily,
particularly in a region as vital and sensitive as the Middle East. Neither U.S. interests nor world

stability would be served if such was the case.

What has annoyed democracy activists is the perceived policy transformation from that of
caution to that of defender of the status-quo. Indeed, the US was distressingly late to champion
the values of human rights and democracy forcefully. And once again, as had happened in Iran

some 30 years ago, American policy makers were curtly upstaged by events in the streets.

This policy slip-up must be avoided in Ethiopia.

Balancing idealism and realism is easier said than done in foreign policy. The dilemma that you
face as Secretary of State is palpable. But more often than not realism is confused for cynicism
by too many professional diplomats, many of them veterans of your State Department. I fear this
in part explains the Egyptian slip. And when Ambassador Donald Booth, the US Ambassador to
Ethiopia, told journalists of an imagined link between per capita income and democracy, we have
had our brush with that cynicism. (For the record, America was democratic way before becoming

rich and urban.)

Take this open letter as a message from the streets of Addis Ababa, a multi-ethnic, multi-

religious city, from where the sentiment and aspiration of the nation’s majority reverberate.

Ethiopians covet the dignity of real citizenship possible only in a democracy. Ethiopians are
adamant about voting in their first democratically elected government. Ethiopians would finally
like to be free from the network of prosecutors, incarcerators and executioners who have for long
made life hell for them. Ethiopians demand freedom of expression and association. Ethiopians
desire an independent judiciary; a transparent, honest electoral system; and separation of powers

between the three branches of government. Ethiopians insist on accountability for the unbridled
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corruption that has undermined the nation’s moral fabric. Ethiopians expect recovery of their

stolen 8.4 billion dollars from Western banks.

Peaceful change is inevitable. It’s a question of when not if. And whatever your underlings

maybe telling you, doubt not that it will come well before a significant rise in per capita income.

We hope to hear from you, Secretary Clinton. We hope to hear you tell the EPRDF that it is time
to change, that the status-quo is not sustainable. But most of all, taking in to account that this
short visit is in a city that is the seat of the African Union, we hope to hear you reaffirm
President Obama’s pledge that the U.S. will not tolerate the killing of peaceful demonstrators.

Stand up for democracy.
s
Fight tyranny form your PC. Keep posting articles on your facebook pages.

s

The writer could be reached at serk27@gmail.com

17. Homage to Hillary Clinton’s Message to Dictators
By Eskinder Nega, June 17th, 2011
The list of distinguished American Secretaries of State is a long one. James Madison acceded to

the Presidency after serving as the nation’s fifth Secretary of State in the early years of the

nineteenth century.

His track records on both counts were remarkable. Lincoln’s Secretary of State, William Seward,

was the lonely visionary who saw wisdom in the acquisition of Alaska from Russia. America’s
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longest serving Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, received a Nobel Peace Prize for his eleven
grueling years in Franklin D Roosevelt’s administration. George Marshall, who only served
between 1947 and 1949, was critical in mobilizing support for Second World War devastated
Europe. His were the most consequential two years of any Secretary of State (Foreign Minister)

anywhere in the world.

But still, their many merits notwithstanding, latent Presidential potential was obvious in only a
handful of them. Had he been born in the US instead of Germany, Henry Kissinger could
conceivably have risen to the Presidency. Colin Powel had both the personal standing and

political momentum in 2000 but fatefully pulled back from his rendezvous with history.

Hillary Clinton is also incontrovertibly Presidential material. And unlike Powell she had sought
her moment in history with passion. Unfortunately, though, perhaps more because of the

disastrous legacy of her husband’s second term in office, it was not meant to be.

Desalegn, Ethiopia’s nominal Foreign Minister, with picture-perfect
Nevertheless, her presidential-level charisma, so to speak, endures undiminished as ever. It was
discernible as she greeted Haile-Mariam blend of personal courtesy and the stately poise of an
emissary of a superpower when she arrived in Addis. It was no less evident as she calmly walked
past a roomful of senior diplomats from 53 African countries to take a seat next Jean Ping,
Chairperson of the African Union. And it was manifest when she confidently assumed center
stage as America’s first Secretary of State to address the AU, which turned out to be one of her

best speeches ever.

Inspirational speeches are supposed to be the preserves of activists and politicians. Foreign
policy professionals have always instinctively stirred clear from them. Granted the rare one or
two good speeches once in a while, bland but reassuringly safe messages are the preferred
trademark of State Department speech writers. These words could not have been theirs entirely.

What appear to be Clinton’s lengthy insertions are almost patently decipherable.

“I am pleased to come to the African Union today as the first United States Secretary of State to

address you,” she said. But the timing could have been better. This was in fact the speech that

54



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

needed to be—but was not—delivered at the last summit of AU Heads of States, held in the

immediate aftermath of popular uprisings in the Middle East.

“Today, I would like to briefly discuss three areas,” she began almost immediately. “They are
democracy, economic growth, and peace and security.” But had it not been for the death of Bin
Laden, security would have come first not last. After a decade in the wilderness, American
foreign policy is finally limping back into the traditional mainstream where the link between US
interests and the promotion of democratic values is duly acknowledged. There is no more

rational for the singular dominance of the war on terror.
Thus: “First, democracy,” proclaimed a proud Hillary to Africa.

And she went on to articulate what is probably the world’s most understated fact of the last two
decades: “More than half the countries in Sub-Saharan Africa have embraced democratic,
constitutional, multi-party rule,” she said. The widely touted cases were then cited: Botswana,
Ghana, and Tanzania. But for those cognizant of Africa’s many trails and tribulations, it was the
inclusion of Niger, Guinea, Nigeria and Kenya in the list that brought tears of joy. The tide has
finally turned against despots in Africa, as it had already done so in Latin America, Asia and

Eastern Europe. Only the horn of Africa remains a regional holdout in the continent.

Hillary had a message for the diehards, in her own words, “the leaders in Africa and elsewhere
who hold on to power at all costs, who suppress dissent, who enrich themselves and their
supporters at the expense of their own people.” What thoughts were racing in the mind of her
host, Ethiopia’s Prime Minister, Meles Zenawi, who has been in power for twenty years absent a
single free election, as she uttered those words is best left for imagination. But to the discrete
delight of conspiracy theorists, the lights had gone out on her just as she began to speak of

democracy.

Freedom is a universal value, she asserted. There is no room for imaginary national
exceptionalism for her. “If you believe that the freedoms and opportunities that we speak about
as universal should not be shared by your own people, men and women equally, or if you do not
desire to help your own people work and live with dignity,” she said with visible passion, “you

are on the wrong side of history, and time will prove that.”
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These are actually words of wisdom from recent experience in Egypt. She knows what it means
to be on the wrong side of history. Not even the might of a superpower was enough to avert an

idea whose time had come. And democracy is the idea whose time has come all over Africa.

It’s time for liberty, fraternity and equality. It’s time to stop the killings. It’s time to free political
prisoners. It’s time to really ban torture. It’s time for free elections, freedom of expression and
association. It’s time for political pluralism, tolerance of religious and cultural diversity. It’s time
to end hate. It’s time to break free from the cycle of violence. It’s time to end rampant, semi-
official corruption. It’s time for transparency. It’s time to be part of the international mainstream.

It’s time to believe even in the impossible.

In other words, it’s time to hope in Africa. Freedom is no more a possibility but an imperative.

The time has indeed come.

We shall be free!

TN

Fight tyranny from your PC. Keep posting articles on your facebook pages.
I

The writer could be reached at serk27@gmail.com

18. Ethiopia, Egypt and the Millennium Dam

By Eskinder Nega, May 13th, 2011

The Egyptian Prime Minister, Dr. Essam Sharaf, is in Addis for a two days working visit. He is
leading a large Ministerial delegation to Ethiopia and Uganda, where he attended, on Thursday,
the controversial inaugural ceremony of President Museveni, who has been in power since the

mid-1980s and has just been brazenly “elected” yet to another term by a “whooping majority.”
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Under normal circumstances, Sharaf’s visit to Addis would only generate long yawns from
journalists. No respectable editor would run it as a story in independent media. The state media
would have their exclusives. The multitude of MOUs to be signed, the generous promises to be
made, the lofty goals to be declared, and the champagne glasses to be raised “to the long
friendship between the two sisterly countries” would make ideal headlines for government
newspapers and leading prime time news for their electronics counterparts. The delegation would
then wearily make its way back home. And all of course will be swiftly forgotten. It’s an

established ritual.

But there is undeniably more to the rite this time. The international media are seriously asking if
the world’s first water war is in the making after Meles’ dramatic announcement of plans to build
Africa’s largest dam on the Blue Nile. Most expect the answer to depend on the outcome of

Sharaf’s visit.

US-educated Sharaf is a man of contradictions. He resigned from Mubarak’s cabinet in protest
but still refuses to disclose his specific reasons. He was a leading member of the ruling National
Democratic Party (even after the resignation) but joined the revolutionaries in Tharir square. On
Israel he is proudly unlike Mubarak. “I am against normalization of relations with Israel in any
area,” he told a newspaper last year. His views on the Nile issue are

less clear, but his Irrigation Minister, Hussein al-Atfy, has threatened war against Ethiopia.

The proposed dam, dubbed as the Millennium Dam, will have the capacity
to produce 5,250 MW of electricity. This will make it the largest in Africa. But maybe not for
long. If the Grand Inga Dam is ever built on the Congo River with the proposed 52 generator
units and 39,000 MW capacity, the grandiosity of the Millennium Dam will be greatly
diminished. Unlike Ethiopia’s dam, the international community is earnestly pondering ways to
finance the Congolese dam. And even now, China’s Three Gorges Dam in Hubei, the world’s
largest, has a generating capacity of 22,500 MW, dwarfing the Millennium Dam’s projected
power. The Itipu Dam at the border of Brazil and Paraguay is second with 14,000 MW.

But whatever the strides in other parts of the world, the implications of the proposed Millennium

Dam are indeed significant to Ethiopia. 5250 MW may be peanuts to the Chinese, but it is huge
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by African standards. This is enough power to sustain half a decade of double digit economic
growth for Ethiopia’s tiny economy with extra for electricity export. The dam’s estimated
reservoir of 67 billion cubic meters of water is twice as large as Lake Tana , the nation’s
largest. The potential for the kind of large-scale commercial farming the nation really needs could

hardly be underestimated.

Naturally, the instinct of patriotic Ethiopians is to greet news of such a dam with enthusiasm.
And this was exactly how they reacted, their intense antipathy towards autocratic EPRDF
notwithstanding. But there was also concomitant suspicion about the timing of the

announcement.

The announcement came in the immediate aftermath of the Eritrean fiasco for Meles Zenawi,
who had desperately tried to steal the thunder from the Arab uprisings by bluffing war against
Ethiopia’s former province. It was hard not to suspect a new ploy considering what was at stake

for Meles if protests were to break out.

But for the Egyptians, the timing raised a thoroughly dissimilar —and alarming— possibility.
Here they are in the midst of an exciting but difficult transition to democracy, where the
weakening of the state was recently amply exemplified by sectarian violence between Christians
and Muslims, and Ethiopia, source of 85 percent of Egypt’s fresh water, suddenly unveils a plan
to build a gigantic dam on the Nile River. It was hard for them not to suspect that Ethiopia was

trying to take advantage of their momentary weakness.

Indeed, whatever the original motive of Meles (I personally suspect the former rather than the
later as the primary impetus) now is the best time for Ethiopia to negotiate with Egypt. And not
because of the ephemeral weakness the Egyptians suspect but rather because of the dominance of
moderates in the transitional government. If any deal is possible between the two nations, this is

the opportune moment.

But for some fantastic reason, Meles acceded to a request by a visiting 47-member Egyptian
delegation to defer real negotiation over the Nile until a new government is elected in December.

Ethiopia will thus not ratify the Cooperative Framework Agreement, which was hammered out
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over eleven years of negotiations between nine Nile basin countries to ensure equitable

distribution of water.

“Ethiopia, having seen the current situation in Egypt, where they need to establish their own
government and go through a democratic process of electing their president, sees that it is sane
and wise to wait for Egypt and give her time,” said Ethiopia’s Ambassador to Egypt,Mohamoud
Dirir Gheddi. (By contrast, Meles endorsed Eritrea’s secession when Ethiopia still had a
transitional government in the 1990s.) “Six months or a year because we need to stabilize, we

need to finalize our revolution,” delegation leader Mustafa el Gindy told the media.

What prospects do the elections hold?

A Pew (an American firm) poll conducted between March and April of this year (after
Mubarak’s fall) shows that 62 percent of Egyptians believe that Egyptian laws should follow the
teachings of the Quran. 71 percent of Egyptians also have no misgivings about Islamic
fundamentalists, Pew’s survey reveals. (This of course doesn’t mean they are for
terrorism,though.) The implications are obvious. I will not detail them here. The only hope is in

the military blocking the accession to power of extremists, which is uncertain at this point.

None of this is of course lost to Meles Zenawi. He is capable of calculating at a higher level. And

thus the question: why is he doing what he is doing? Is he setting up this nation once more?

i
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19. What Osama bin Laden’s death mean to Ethiopia
By Eskinder Nega, May 6th, 2011

Obama is a voracious reader. He has read expansively and intensely. Not even his tacky
detractor, The Donald, as he likes to be called, who personally and unabashedly prefers a

sizzling tabloid to a weighty hardcover, would dare to question him on this count.

But The Donald could credibly claim that however impressive Obama’s reading list may have
been before the late 2000s, he hardly read books on foreign policy. Ironically, Obama, whose
nativity is questioned by a shockingly large number of Americans, instinctively militated to the
original isolationist sentiments of the nation’s founding fathers. In fact, so strong was this
isolationist predisposition that he famously declined to hypothetically consider the possibility of
deploying troops in Iraq to prevent genocide. Genocides have happened elsewhere in the world

without America intervening, he reasoned.

This was the Obama that attained the Presidency with a respectable plurality in 2008.But a
retreat to the familiar shores of continental America, as had once happened in 1918, when the US
tragically refused to join and lead the League of Nations after the First World War, is hardly a

possibility in the age of nuclear armed Pakistan.

The only alternative for Obama was between realism, which is multi-literalist, strictly interest
driven and ostensibly in perfect sync with the persona of no-drama-Obama , and what he had
criticized as the discredited idealism of his predecessor, which was precariously and

unsustainably unilateral in approach and execution.

Obama reckons that America’s future lies in the Far East, in South Asia and the Orient. Bush’s
fixation with the Middle East was a strategic blunder that he intended to correct urgently.
Canada, Mexico, Latin America, the Middle East, and even Europe, which has dominated the
world for the past half a millennium, would have to settle for back stage. Africa, of course,

comes last.
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But with the menacing threat of Al-Qaeda still unabated, immediate reorientation of American
foreign policy was not politically and psychologically feasible for a Democratic President.
However sensible the analyses, though, they also sounded like convenient excuses by a weak
President to capitulate and run away from an intractable problem. Obama was unwittingly no

less entangled in the Middle East than past administrations.

A respite from the suspicions has now come Obama’s way courtesy of the death of Osama bin
Laden. There will no more be the comparisons with Jimmy Carter. There will now be less
pressure on him to sustain the war on terror as the central theme of America’s foreign policy.
AlQaeda is undeniably not finished yet, but the loss of its iconic leader will most probably
weaken it considerably. At least this is the consensus. America could finally move on. Policy

shift could begin in earnest.

This is bad new for the EPRDF.

The White House had quietly assessed the prospect of change in key US allies like Ethiopia well
before the death of Osama bin Laden.Involved in the assessment was Gayle Smith, an old friend
of the EPRDF and now a mid-level N.S.C staffer. Two broad conclusions emerged from the

review:

1. Regimes cooperate with the US on security issues not for altruistic motives but because it is in

their critical interests to do so.

2. There is no correlation between a nation’s economic wealth and democracy, the most oft cited
rational for US support of autocratic regimes in the developing world.(Apparently, the US
Ambassador to Ethiopia, Donald Booth, who held a press conference after the review

suggesting such a link, disagrees with the White House.)

In other words, in sharp contrast to the Bush years, the Obama administration has determined
that the EPRDF has no fewer stakes than the US security cooperation. Moreover, the tendency in
the administration is to view Al-Shabaab, America’s primary concern in the horn, more of as a

nationalist outfit, a reaction to Ethiopian invasion, than a worrisome branch of global jihad. The
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State Department’s 2009 report on terrorism maintains that no operational link between Al-

Shabaab and Al-Qaeda has been established.

But of course all this does not mean that the Obama administration is firmly in favor of people
power revolution in Ethiopia. It is not. What sets it apart from the Bush years is that it sees fewer
stakes for the US in the status-quo. It will not fight change as the Bush administration once did in

2005.

In the event of protests, the Obama administration will most probably try to maintain a delicate
balance between protesters, which it could not avoid lending political, moral and diplomatic
support, and the EPRDF, which it does not want to be perceived as abandoning hastily. US allies
in the region after all would be watching closely. But doubt not that its sentiment and heart will
be with protesters. There is little sympathy in Washington for the EPRDF after the last elections.
Its peaceful departure would most probably be welcomed rather than lamented. The death of

Osama bin Laden reinforces the sentiment.

Addressing the World Economic Forum in South Africa on Thursday, May 5, 2011, former UN
Secretary General, Koffi Annan, predicated that mass protests may yet spread from the Arab
world to black Africa. The independence of one African country inspired others to follow suit, he
recalled of events in the early 60°s. “I see no reason why people now won’t want to do the
same,” he said. These are sober words from an experienced man. They carry considerable

weight.

Annan was of course not speaking of his home country, Ghana. Democracy is irreversible there
now. Nor could he have had Ghana’s giant regional neighbor, Nigeria, in mind. There is finally
hope for democracy in Africa’s largest country. And democratic South Africa has transformed

(by example) SADC. There is no danger of mass protests sweeping southern Africa.

It is rather Ethiopia, where an unpopular leader who has been in power for two decades is still
recklessly maneuvering to stay in power indefinitely, which looms dominantly in the horizon

when sub-Sahara Africa is mulled over. Annan did not need to single out countries.
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The Obama administration knows this. And it sees no reason to resist change. This is good news

to Ethiopians.

NN

Note to Readers:

The writer could be reached at : serk27@gmail.com

Fight tyranny from your PC! Please continue to post articles on your facebook pages.

20. Reflections of a “Nech Lebash”(Eritrean Agent)
By Eskinder Nega, April 29th, 2011

There was something in the air on Tuesday, April 14, 2011. Intrigued by news of Ethiopian
protesters in North America against the frivolous and mechanically hyped GTP, the glee on the

faces of Addis residents was transparently noticeable.

I could sense breaking news in the making. And I was determined to report it as soon as possible.
This could not possibly wait up to Friday, the designated day for my weekly English articles. But
first I had to finish an Amharic article about Ambassador Donald Booth, the US
Ambassador to Ethiopia.

I had to struggle to finalize the Amharic commentary, the last of a two parts article. My heart

was no more in to it in light of developments in North America over the weekend.

By 1 PM local time I was blissfully free to gauge popular mood in Addis and to surf the internet

for news. Two hours later, I was typing the first lines of my “breaking news” to the Diaspora.

Here is what had I had written:
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News of protests plagued GTP meetings in North America has stirred emotions in Addis Ababa.
A curiously significant number of people are openly arguing and opinionating about the protests
in public venues, where sports and the North African uprisings, rather than domestic politics,

normally dominate conversations.

Estimated as only “a handful” by ETV, protesting Ethiopians in DC succeeded in compelling the
University to cancel the GTP meeting on Sunday. ETV reported that a bomb threat had been

made.

But in an apparent signal as to which side was prone to violence, it was a protester, Tewdros
Kabtyimer, who was gratuitously beaten by EPRDF supporters. His crime: proposing a silent
prayer in memory of those who had died by government violence. There were also death threats

against protesters.

In sharp contrast , not a single government supporter was harmed. As noted by Professor
Teodros Kiros, who attended the protest in Boston, “they (government supporters) thought (that
with ample provocations) the protesters would be frustrated and enter into street fights. Instead
the protesters remained cool.... The protest against tyranny in Cambridge, attended by an
adequate number, was disciplined, well organized and qualitatively impressive.” The only
incidence of violence in Boston, too, involved government supporters. A devotee of the EPRDF
was arrested for attacking a photographer. Presumably, she was released after being

fingerprinted.

And then I had to stop. It was time to see my mother. I had neither an inkling nor premonition
about the tragedy that was to swiftly and unexpectedly strike several hours later. This was

supposed to be a routine visit.

My cell phone rung as the mini-bus approached my mother’s home forty minutes later. It was
veteran journalist Bezu Wendemagegnehu calling from Canada. Would I have a few minutes to

confer online about the protests? Sure. This should take no more than fifteen minutes.
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We explored what the number of people who had turned out for the meetings imply for the
EPRDF. Where were the tens of thousands of supporters it claims in North America? Certainly,

turn out was strikingly low.

This is noteworthy for two reasons. First, unlike 2005, when the EPRDF cunningly used the
ethnic card to rally support, no particular ethnic group turned out in large numbers to the
meetings. The allure of the TPLF no more appeals to the middle, only the irrelevant fringe
remains. And second, the low numbers mean that even its dwindling supporters have lost hope in

the future. They see a sinking ship in the EPRDF.

And then a personal descent to the abyss. The unexpected loss of my beloved mother, who had
raised me as a single parent, is a shock I am not sure I will ever recover from. Our unique bond

was that of a mother and her only child. I will not try to explain it here.

The EPRDF struck on the third day after my loss, a sacred day of mourning to Ethiopians.This is
calculated timing to maximize pain and te rror. That the timing was clearly an unprecedented

breach of decency and tradition seemed not to have mattered.

“Nech lebashu(secret agent),”a friend teased me as he sat next me in the huge tent put up for the

mourning period.

I stared back in utter bewilderment. Nech lebash is a term Meles Zenawi recently used to

describe “opponents of the Ethiopian government who are allied with the Eritrean government.”

“Don’t tell me you haven’t read it yet,” he said, plainly surprised.

I hadn’t. Obviously, family members were doing their best to keep it a secret until the next day.

Taking up a full page of Chanel, a pro-EPRDF weekly noted for its “lumpen journalism”, I was
accused of a long list of personal shortcomings. So be it. They do not merit a response. Slander is
the least of my worries. But, alas, the central theme of the article was not the personal affronts.
They were merely the side show. The thrust of the message was that I am “one of the opponents

of the government who is effectively in alliance with Shabiya (Eritrea’s ruling party.)” And thus
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the rational for the title of the article: Nech lebashu gazetengna! The same charge was repeated a

week later, last Saturday.

And so, as I mourned the death of my cherished mother, the EPRDF has finally settled on my
branding: Nech Lebashu gazetegna! An agent of Shabiya!

Congratulations Dilwenbru Nega! Your voice has been heard.

i
THANK YOU FOR THE MESSAGES OF CONDOLENCES.

We are simply awed and humbled by the messages of condolences we received over the past two
weeks. We intend to respond to all of them in due time. They have been a source of profound

comfort. We are indented to your generosities.
God bless you all.
Eskinder Nega and Serkalem Fasil.

The writer could be reached at serk27@gmail.com

21. Meles Zenawi’s threat against Opposition Parties
By Eskinder Nega, April 8th, 2011
A respectable crowd gathered to listen to him in a popular café in the middle of Piazza on

Tuesday, March 15, 2011. They usually do, about once every three months, when he appears on

televised sessions of Parliament.
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But this is hardly an assemblage in anticipation of a grand or an important speech. The
irremediable draw is the battle of wills that ensues with fleeting looks, embroidered smiles and

exchanges of pained or delighted expressions between his supporters and detractors.

The unwritten law is that no words are to be exchanged in support or disapproval of his speech.
This is strictly a duel by body language and facial expressions. If something particularly
meaningful to either side is uttered, an intermittent grunt is tolerated. In the end, both sides settle

their bills, get up and walk out manifestly pretending that nothing had happened.

Welcome to freedom of expression in the land of the oppressed: stressed Ethiopia, where this

article could not be read.

The setting: Ethiopia’s rubber-stump parliament, where the opposition has only one seat in a 547

seat chamber.

The chief actor: besieged Meles Zenawi, who has been in power for twenty years, and still has
four more official years to go.(Beware: “I love this job!” he has told the nation at his last press

conference.)

He was universally ignored when he read his prepared speech. At least in this regard his
supporters and detractors blended in perfect harmony. The hush came with the start of the

question and answer session.

Would the PM kindly comment on the imprisonment of opposition members and the Grand
Millennium Dam? Has the government altered its policy on Eritrea? And more questions on the

economy.

Mumbled conversations drown the responses on the economy. No excitement to be expected
there. When he spoke of the recent arrest of opposition members, however, an uneasy tension

hangs in the air. There was none of the usual glee of his supporters.

68 members of the Oromo Federalist Democratic Movement (OFDM) and 40 members of the

Oromo People’s Congress (OPC), both members of the largest legal opposition coalition,
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Medrek, have been arrested since the beginning of March 2011.Amongst the detained, according

to HRW, “are former members of Parliament and former candidates for election.”

The opposition claims 200 arrests but the government admits to only 121, which it insists are all
being held under court orders. The detention of the remaining 79 under the notorious Anti-
Terrorism Law may explain the government’s disquieting silence, which allows custody for up to

four months without charge.

“They are members of the OLF,” said Meles. “They were using the legal opposition as a cover,
perhaps with the complicity of the parties,” charged Meles ominously. “We will prove this in a
court of law, which ought to provide the public with proof of how (the legal opposition)is at least
being used as a cover,” he winded down somewhat pathetically.(Practically no one believes in

the independence of the courts, including most government supporters.)

He also had harsh words for UDJ, another member of Medrek, whose two most visible leaders,
Seye Abraha and Negasso Gidada, were once senior government officials who were purged(the

former illegally) from the ruling party.

Meles, who savors nothing more than occasionally propping up his security services in public,
had made it part of a calculated, primed statement this time. “I would like to warn members of
Mederk,” he said with an intentional pause for effect here, “particularly Andinet(UDJ),” another
pause, “to be very careful about inciting a hybrid of violence and terror. This is a government
with many eyes and ears,” the words are now being delivered with marked pride, “it is able to

see and hear thoroughly. Be very careful, you will pay the price,” a forceful finish.

There is creepy silence in the café now. There is no movement from either side. The tension is

too much for the silent contest today. All eyes are rather transfixed on the TV.

His responses on Eritrea and the Grand Millennium Dam, two issues he is frantically promoting
to deflect attention from sporadic but persistent calls for democracy, were followed with no less

rapt attention.
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On Eritrea there was an embarrassing retreat from the emotional bluff of a full fledged war. The
new policy is “proportional response,” delivered with far less gusto than the “regime change with
military action” he had vowed only three weeks ago. Common sense prevails, after all, perhaps

with a lit bit of propping from the international community.

(I will address his response on the Grand Millennium Dam in a separate article.)

There is considerable credence to UDJ’s claim that it is the most plausible successor to the CUD,
the star performer of the 2005 elections. The core of its influential leadership were at one point
leading members of the CUD. Most of them were imprisoned in 2005, subsequently convicted of
attempts to overthrow the government , sentenced to life imprisonment, and then released under
a conditional Presidential pardon in late 2007.The qualification stipulates that the pardon will be

revoked if they are “ever to act in contravention to the Constitutional order.”

In a premeditated move to discourage dissent, the government revoked the pardon of Birtukan
Mideksa in 2009 under the filmiest of pretexts. The repercussion of Birtukan’s imprisonment on
UDJ was simply devastating. The inability of the party to respond to EPRDF’s blatant
provocation with mass protests, as many had predicated, went on to symbolize the weakness of
the opposition. The beleaguered leaders of UDJ were soon disoriented. Moral plummeted amidst
the grassroots. And thus the EPRDF eloquently underscored its intended message: its dominant

position is unassailable!

But with the protests in the Middle East serving as a backdrop, EPRDF’s aura of invincibility is
now unavoidably being questioned seriously. And Meles seems to be flirting with the possibility
of refurbishing that image with more provocations against UDJ, perhaps calculating that the

party is still not strong enough to trigger immediate protests.

I seriously doubt whether Meles’ Machiavellian design would have the same effect it once had.
Ethiopians have changed forever since the North African uprisings, not only in how they
perceive the EPRDF but also in how they will relate with their future governments. They have
discovered new prospects to a peaceful transition to democracy. The thinking of the international
community has also changed radically. The support of EPRDEF’s international partners could not

be taken for granted anymore. What has not changed is Meles’ thinking. He still romanticizes a
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world which broadly tolerates repression, a world in which he is always the winner. He is

destined to fail.

The future lies with the blackmailed opposition, however vulnerable to bullying they may seem

now. And in the grand perspective of things, that is what really matters most.
Keep posting articles on your facebook pages. Fight tyranny from your PC.

The writer could be reached at serk27@gmail.com

22. Meet Meles Zenawi: “World’s Poorest Leader!”

By Eskinder Nega April 1st, 2011

Sniff...sniff...sniff...you have to excuse me... I am fighting for tears here...come on,

man!...you could do it!...lets see some tears!...squeeze..squeeze those eyes! ....oomph...

Here I am, in my small living room on a beautiful tenish Thursday morning, comfortably settled
in front of the solitary window. In my hand, I hold a transcript our first lady’s (sorry, President

Girma, she insists on the title) undated, and, to my knowledge, unaired TV interview.
It was recently posted on a little known pro-EPRDF blog.

I gather this is the loyal troops’ rejoinder to the recent news from Spain about an alleged
shopping spree in Europe by first lady Azeb Mesfin, wife to Ethiopia’s PM Meles Zenawi; MP;
Politburo member of the TPLF and EPRDF; board member of one of the largest business
conglomerates in the country , EFFORT; and Czar of the anti-HIV/Aids campaign.

There are more titles, of course. But these will suffice to underscore an important point: Azeb
Mesfin is to be taken seriously! Take her for granted only at the risk of THE GLARE, famously

witnessed and written about by an American reporter.(Meles was at the receiving end.)

70



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

But there is also a version of her popularized by Addis’ hyperactive, and apparently, at least as
far she and her defenders are concerned, “delusional” grapevine: Azeb as a fabulously rich

woman.

Indeed, no grapevine has ever demanded proof for its most sensational scoops, and in all
fairness, Azeb’s is no exception. But the image has lingered doggedly over the years, believed

rather than disbelieved by most people (as bitterly noted by the pro-EPRDF blog.)

And Azeb had felt the need to speak about it.

“...it is with this paltry amount that we pay for the children’s schooling...(inaudible)...

b

(laughs)..I save for three months...and then I settle the (school) payment...”... way to go, first
lady!...sacrificing for the children!...perfect role models!... “...Like I said earlier, both of

us(Azeb an Meles) don’t have (money)...this is how(by saving) we manage (to handle the

b

financial pressure)...”...poor Azeb!...Poor Meles!...aren’t you already feeling sorry for

them?....I am!...sniff...sniff... “...One of our children, the eldest(Semahel), schooled at

2

Sandford... She scored high marks in the SAT exams in the sixth grade...”... wonderful!...we
are mighty proud of you, first daughter!...keep it up, gal!... “...She won a scholarship to a girl’s

2

boarding school in England...I refused to let her go at that age...”... good for you, Azeb...that
was the right decision... “...I asked for the scholarship to be transferred to (Sandford)...so that it
could help me....”... hold it there, Azeb...they rarely oblige such requests...what
happened?...must have been turned down, eh?...the rascals!.... “...They transferred the

scholarship (to Sandford)...”...what?...how did you do it, Azeb?... “...She finished school( with

2

the scholarship)...She (Semehal) will finish this year...”... so six years of free schooling!...how

(13

many smart kids have the same chance, one wonders....*. .. I rarely carry money on me...If I do,

I always give it away...I support 11 street children children in Addis. They live on Bole street.

b

They are like my children...”...touching story, Azeb...I believe you...*... it (their bank accounts

2

and assets) could be checked by all means....”.... ummmmm... “...I think the world knows

2 13

us...If you ask, America knows...”.... oooohhh.. .juicy!...Yamamato, any comments?... “.any

2

country with information knows...We are the worlds poorest leaders...”... Guinness book world

2

records: take note...”...you know what they said to me in Sweden?...they said, (people say) you

2

are dirt poor... But no...I am not poor...Meles is not poor...”... excuse me
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,Azeb...but...but...but...this goes against every thing you had said so far... “...If we wanted
money, we would not steal from the Ethiopian people... I would convince Meles to leave this job
(the Premiership), because Meles’ smarts is enough to buy me a house...”...yep!...here comes
the inevitable Meles is a genius speech...brace yourselves... “...Meles’ smarts is good enough to
pay for our children’s schools....He could go anywhere, enter any labour market and be in

demand for his brilliance....So I don’t steal..”...Azeb has finished now....great speech,

Remember Imelda Marcos?

How could one forget the 3000 pairs of shoes? What you probably have not heard about are the
1000 handbags, over 500 gowns, and perfumes “no one has ever really tried to tally.”

Her estimated net worth: 10 billion US dollars!

This works out to a cool half a billion for each of the 20 years her husband, Ferdinand Marcos,
was in power. All good years to unabashed Imelda. “Ferdinand was good for the Philippines. He
was responsible for the only real economic development the country has ever known,” she
frequently reminds her fellow citizens. And indeed, the economy has suffered since he left

power; the world’s first victim to people power. But this not where the real story is.

“I am poor!” Imelda, now 82 and still going strong, intones frequently.

Every time she utters these words, they climb right to the top of world headlines. Best of all,
there is her outrageously bejeweled image to go along with the story. Journalists couldn’t have

enough of it. Neither could an intrigued, fascinated world.

And there is Leila Trabelsi, wife of Tunisia’s Ben Ali. Though noted widely for her passion for
racy cars, mansions(50 of them), and shopping sprees, it was her occasional impulse to fly in
exotic foods from Europe that earned her world fame. Her husband, somewhat low key,

preferred a private Tiger, which was fed prime beef.

“I am poor!” Lelia, too, has claimed repeatedly.
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Tunisians seem less charmed with their first lady than Filipinos are with theirs. Unlike Filipinos,

who consistently besiege Imelda for autographs, they normally demand Leila’s hanging.

Fortunately, even Ethiopians, are graciously less harsh on Azeb. Anger is expressed in other
ways. A facebook Azeb fan page, for example, boasts only 28 people. Her husband, on the other
hand, has attracted over 3000 people on two pages. But a “Meles is a great leader” page has

enlisted only 17 people. That is 11 less than Azeb’s. All is not lost, after all.

Ethiopia’s Federal Ethics and Anti- Corruption Commission defines corruption as “the offering,
giving, soliciting or acceptance of an inducement, promise, or reward; the making of threats or
the use of intimidation, in words or in behavior; exerting influence by the abuse of authority or
its inconsistent application; which may improperly influence the actions subsequently taken, or
not taken, by a body, its members, or its officers; for the benefit or competitive advantage of self

or another.”

How this exactly relates to the atypical scholarship of the Prime Minister’s child (children?)
demands more information. Foul play could not reasonably be assumed just because a PM is
involved. He deserves the benefit of the doubt; the alternative being too crudely cynical But that
the scholarship is also worthy of serious scrutiny is also beyond doubt. I seriously hope this

serves as a reminder to Transparency International. Ethiopia patently lacks a potent anti-graft

body.

How poor or rich Azeb and Meles exactly are may never be satisfactorily answered. What could
rather be satisfactorily explained is why people, including passionate EPRDF supporters, are

more inclined to believe than disbelieve the stories about hidden riches.

In the absence of the checks and balances of a democracy, a despot is at liberty to take at will.
Such a person is Meles Zenawi. He has unlimited power. Whether he has succumbed to the
temptation or not is secondary. It is the unlimited power he has that unnerves people and induces

them to suspect.

The End.
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A friend sent this (author not specified):
DEMOCRACY IN AFRICA= Program installation:

GUINEA: 100% Complete...

TUNISIA: 100% Complete...

EGYPT: 100% Complete...

LIBYA: Downloading...

ALGERIA: Downloading...

IVORY COAST: 60% [Alert: Virus-Gbagbo detected_Trojan Horse Ouattarra in
Quarantine]

CONGO: Connection lost since 1997

ETHIOPIA: 404 Error — Server not found

Cute! Thought it would be great for facebook posting.
Keep on posting articles on your facebook pages. Fight tyranny from your PC!

The writer could be reached at serk27@gmail.com

23. Meles Zenawi’s war threat against Eritrea
By Eskinder Nega, March 25th, 2011

Much to the amusement of Addis’ increasingly politically astute public, peace-dove-on-Eritrea-
Meles-Zenawi has abruptly vanished from the public arena. In place of this familiar persona has

come the new war-drumming-on- Eritrea-Meles-Zenawi.

Speaking to journalists at his last press conference, Meles accused, for the umpteeth time, the

Eritrean government of attempts to sabotage the latest AU leader’s summit in Addis.
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“Agents of Shabiya (the Eritrean government) were seized with explosives intended for
disrupting the AU leader’s summit,” said Meles. And while he would have normally stopped
here and moved on, visibly relishing the dependable competence of his security services, he
opted to beat the war drum. “We will work towards changing Eritrea’s policies or its
government. This could be done diplomatically, politically or through other means.” He clearly

implied war.

But only a few days earlier he had categorically told an Eritrean opposition radio station that his

government “would work in a military capacity” to oust the Eritrean government.

Consistently accused of being no more than EPRDF stooges by the Eritrean government,
Eritrean opposition groups based in Addis were embarrassed almost beyond redemption. They
immediately struck back with a public reprimand: it is for Eritreans to change their regime, they

countered.

But whatever the political cost to the Eritrean opposition, Meles has clung firmly to an overt
policy of regime change. “We will not sit idle and watch while Eritrea challenges our
sovereignty,” the Foreign Ministry’s spokesman Dina Mufti told Reuters subsequently. “We will

take all measures necessary to defend ourselves.”

Depending on the source, the total number of Ethiopia’s armed forces is anywhere between
200,000 and 250,000. Experts , no less the mighty CIA, are less sure about Eritrea. Figures vary
wildly between 150,000 and 300,000.

There is less controversy about the number of tanks, though, which are crucial in modern
warfare: between 300 and 500 for Ethiopia verses 100 to 200 for Eritrea. A limitation, so say
analysts, which seriously hampers Eritrea’s offensive capability. Both sides, however, rely on the
old Soviet T-55 models. Ethiopia has more of the T-60s version, but not enough to really make a

difference.

But the most serious discrepancy lie in airpower. Here is where, by the reckoning of most
experts, the most crucial battles were fought in the border war of the late 90s.They forecast the

same for a future war.
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And surprise of all surprises, the advantage lies fantastically with Eritrea.

Ethiopia’s contemporary Air Force, according figures available on the internet (which could be
outdated, but is unlikely in this case), is a ghost of what it used to be in the Derg years, when it
was second only to that of South Africa’s in black Africa. In active service are only 55 fighter
and attack jets: 21 MIG 21s; 12 MIG 23s; 4 SU 25s; and 18 SU 27s. The ancient MIG 21s and
MIG 23s have been upgraded by the Israelis in the late 90s, but are mostly dismissed as
inadequate by experts. The Air Force will have to rely almost exclusively on its 22 SU 25s and

SU 27s if war is ever to break out with Eritrea.

By contrast, Eritrea’s Air Force has 100 advanced fighter and attack jets: 55 MIG 29s; 17 SU-
25s; and 28 SU-27s. Blaming the loss of the border war on Ethiopia’s then overwhelming air
superiority, the Eritreans have gone overboard to close the gap. No nation the size of FEritrea,

save Israel, boasts such colossal airpower.

In other words, there hangs a somewhat precarious parity on the ground, along with vivid

Eritrean air superiority.

Where Ethiopia has clear advantage and Eritrea lacks notably is in potential. Ethiopia is not only
overpoweringly larger, both in terms of population and resources, but the tiny Eritrean economy
has endured debilitating structural failures for a decade. The Eritreans are in no position to
engage in an expensive war. But no less, given the clear discrepancy in air power, which needs
time to correct, neither is Ethiopia in a strategic position to pursue an offensive war any time

soon, t0o.

This explains the current stalemate.

Meles knows all this. Look no further than the paltry defense budgets of the past half decade. He
has seen no reason to arm. He is no doubt aware, too, that the Eritrean economy is finally on the
mend as of this year. Buoyed by windfalls from a booming mining sector, the Eritrean treasury is
now awash with new crisp US Dollars. And with Isayas’ resolve to assert control over Badame
not only as undiminished as ever, but also a clear national priority for him, the stalemate is in

danger of being reversed.
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But not any time soon. Both sides need time to prepare for what they have promised to be a final

showdown. And they need to do it quietly.

So, then, why would Meles suddenly stir this uneasy status-quo? A premature war would most

probably hurt him more than it would Isayas.

Moreover, both Meles and the international community are highly apprehensive about what
could come after Isayas. The odds are that Isayas remains Eritrea’s best shot for stability. The
danger of political Islam overshadowing secularism in Eritrea has grown dramatically with the
increasing radicalization of Middle Eastern politics. Only the strong hand of Isayas and the fall
of Turabi in the Sudan have kept militants at bay. But they haven’t given up, and crucially, are
less fractious than secularists, who will be hard pressed to come up with a rallying figure in the

absence of Isayas. Eritrea’s future is at best complicated.

Thus Meles is in no position to deliver on his threat.

What has compelled Meles to draw the Eritrean card is the growing pressure for political reform.
This is his way of deflecting attention from his internal problems. He is desperate to steal the
thunder from the North African protests, and, given local history, nothing competes with the

potential imbedded in the Eritrean issue.

But what ever his shortcoming, Meles is probably too smart to plunge the nation in to war to
stave off change. It has been tried before elsewhere, and in most cases has hastened rather than

delayed change. He would be foolhardy to repeat the mistake.

He is most probably bluffing.

Finally, a note to Eritrea’s ruling party: while an attempt to bomb an AU leader’s summit is no

reason to start a war, Meles’ accusation could not be dismissed outright either.

Beware: Ethiopians are more united than they are usually given credit for. Don’t provoke them.

The end.
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Keep posting the articles on your facebook pages.
Fight tyranny from your PC!

The writer could be reached at serk27@gmail.com

24. Ethiopia: Protest and Addis Ababa University
By Eskinder Nega, March 18th, 2011

Imagine a student movement’s hall of fame, and two countries in Africa, Ethiopia and South
Africa, would be its uncontroversial inductees. But whereas rowdy, angry and not particularly

ideological students dominated the South African movement, disciplined,

focused and highly ideological university students towered prominently over that of Ethiopia.

Their differences are best epitomized by the high points of their histories: south African students
were ultimately overwhelmed by the powerful ANC and gently melted in to the wider anti-
apartheid movement, while their FEthiopian counterparts not only charted the
course of the nation’s first revolution in 1974, but 17 years later, in 1991, went on to seize state

power outright; an unprecedented feat anywhere in the world.

By African standards, Ethiopia’s student movement was a late starter. What student movements
other African countries had, which were all essentially anti-colonial engagements, were in their
late stages by 1960, the year Ethiopia’s hitherto largely depoliticized students burst on to the

political scene with their surprise support of an attempted coup against Haile —Sealssie.

By the mid-60s, a ferocious student led rebellion against the Vietnam War was raging in much of

the West, complementing and reinforcing the Ethiopian one.
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In 1967, the publication of a new student union’s paper, Struggle, heralded the advent of the
militant rebelliousness which exemplified university students up to the late 70’s, when it was

finally overcome by the Red Terror.

Devastated by the double shock of the Red Terror and the exodus of top students and scholars to
the West, Ethiopia’s universities abruptly became dramatically transformed settings. In place of
the student’s once insatiable inquisitiveness and infectious optimism, an unremitting mania for

blending in, pessimism and malice inundated campus sentiment.

About ten years after the Red Terror, however, in May 1990, when the bulk of senior General’s
rebelled against Mengistu Haile-Mariam by staging an unsuccessful coup attempt, outraged
university students exploded in unison against the execution of 13 court-marshaled
Generals. Classes were boycotted for the first time in a decade, and for three thrilling days
students, not the government, had the upper hand on campus. The regime, no less shocked than

mortified, was forced to resort to the army to wrestle back control.

Amazingly, Repression strengthened rather than undermined student resolve. Almost out of the

blue, politics became less of a taboo than it had been for a long time.

Ten months later, the students were once again in an openly defiant mood, this time
demonstrating without permit in the streets of Addis, ostensibly in support of the government’s
reluctant move towards a free market, but effectively against its dismal economic record. The
government watched suspiciously and helplessly from the sidelines.
Besieged by rapidly advancing rebels from the north, it could not help but suspect the invisible

hand of its adversaries.

But many students were no less wary of the advancing rebels than they were of the government.
Absent the great unifying objectives of the 60s and 70s, land to the tiller and Communism, the
prospect of Eritrea’s secession, which the insurgents supported, diminished the appetite for
change of a sizeable number of students—Ilarge enough,in fact, to rule out the resurgence of the

kind of cohesive student movement of the past.
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The Derg had nothing to really worry about, after all The “right to session” continued to divide
students over succeeding years. So stringent was this division that students were unable to stand
in unity for their most basic rights. Thus, even after the emergence of political parties and private
papers in the country in the 1990s, university students were unable to reclaim the free union and

publication they had once enjoyed, if only intermittently, under Haile- Selassie’s regime.

It took them ten years before they were to acknowledge this shortcoming and move towards a

concerted effort to overcome it.

It happened in 2001 when an unusually independent minded batch of AAU’s student union, led
by a charismatic third year student, Tekle-Mariam Abebe, demanded that the university should
immediately live up to its stated values: academic freedom, integrity, professionalism, diversity,

tolerance and mutual respect.

To assert their independence, a new student paper, Hilina, was published off campus without the

consent of the university’s authorities. It was almost a step by step repeat of Struggle’s saga.

The government was simply horrified. Worse, this defiance coincided with a dangerous rift at the
core of the ruling party and government. Feeling that its will was being tested intentionally, the
government reacted with deliberate heavy handedness when street protests in support of the

student’s demands broke out in Addis.

Too many lives were cut short needlessly. Many more were wantonly wounded. But the
government delivered its message. It amply demonstrated its heightened capacity beastly

violence.

The budding student movement was crushed.
Note the time line: About 10 years between the advent of the student movement and its peak in

the early 70s. About 10 years between the peak of the Red Terror and student protests in 1990.
About 10 years between 1990 and 2001. And now 10 years between 2001 and 2011.
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And mull over this: AAU has been closed for the past several weeks.Students were on a break
when Mubarak fell. They will return to campus in large numbers as of this weekend to resume

classes.

With the North African protests overlapping with the 10 years cyclical student uprisings, should

we expect protests to break out at AAU anytime soon?

Maybe. Maybe not. Nothing is certain.

What is certain is the deep disdain of students about lack of freedoms both on and off campus.
For many students, EPRDF’s shocking 99.6 % “electoral victory” symbolizes its estrangement
and isolation from the people. Soaring inflation and thinning employment prospects, rather than
GDP growth, also dominate their  thoughts. And  the sense that

high-level corruption is out of control pervades campus mood.

If these grievances do indeed translate in to protests, success for the nation, as I have written few
weeks ago, will depend on whether the essential lessons of the Tunisian and Egyptian protests

are embraced or not.

These are:

1.Non-Violence

2.Non-ethnic affiliation

3.Non-religious affiliation

4.Non-political affiliation.

And no less, on the part of the EPRDF, if protests do break out, a quick acknowledgment that the

time for peaceful change has finally arrived. There are no losers in a democracy.

The End.
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KEEP IT UP!

Please keep on posting articles on your facebook pages.You are making

a difference.
Fight tyranny from your PC.

The writer could be reached at: serk27@gmail.com

25. Ethiopia: Protest and “danger of Military Government”

By Eskinder Nega, March 11th, 2011

The announcement of Mubarak’s fall was greeted with the loudest cheer in Egyptian history.
People power had come and triumphed in the Arab world’s most important country. There was

every reason to celebrate. And with their live images broadcast around the world,

celebrate they did for a whole night. Only the next day, a Saturday, did people take time to

reflect on the people who had succeeded him.

Public opinion immediately diverged sharply on whether Egypt’s new rulers bode well for the
nation’s democratic aspiration. And no where were these differences more pointed than in Tharir
square, where tens of thousands of youthful protesters had camped for eighteen days to bring

democracy to their country.

“Time to go home,” thousands chanted passionately in compliance with the new regime’s appeal
for protesters to decamp from the square in a symbolic gesture to a return to normalcy. “No! The
revolution has only begun,” roared back thousands of others. There is more to our cause than the

departure of Mubarak, they argued.
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To understand their wariness, meet Egypt’s new rulers: Field Marshal Mohamed Hussein
Tantawi, the defense Minister; Lt. General Sami Hafez Enan, the military chief of staff; Vice
Admiral Mohab Mamish, Commander of the navy; Air Marshal Rada Mahomed Hafez Mohame,
Commander of the Air force; and Lt. General Abd El Aziziz Seif-Eideen, Commander of the Air

Defense.

As Chairperson of the council, Field Marshal Tantawi is now head of state. Trained by the
Soviets when Gamal Abdul Nasser was in power in the mid 50s, Tantawi was commissioned as
an officer in 1956; the year in which Egypt and Israel waged the second of the four wars they
fought between the late 40s and early 70s.

Neither his role as a sub-lieutenant in this war, nor in the next two, in 1967 and 1973, have
earned him the particular respect of peers. And that most probably is what had made him an ideal
Defense Minister for two thirds of Mubarak’s 30 years reign. A leaked wikileaks 2008 US
embassy cable described Tantawi as “focused on regime stability and maintenance of the status-

quo, who simply does not have the energy, inclination (for change)”

Both Tantawi’s and the council’s establishment credentials were evident in their first post-
revolution statement in which they praised Mubarak for “resigning in the interests of the nation.”
( In actual fact, it took a revolution to dislodge him.) Not exactly the sentiment of the young

revolutionaries who had made history in the streets of Egypt’s cities.

So does this mean that the celebrations were premature? Should we conclude that people power
has , after all, been subverted as it once was in Ethiopia in the mid-70s? Or,perhaps, should we at

least suspect that the outcome of the Egyptian revolution is hanging in the balance ?

And most importantly, is the specter of a disingenuous military government the most likely
outcome of a successful people power revolution in Ethiopia, as is privately, persistently and

disparagingly predicted by senior EPRDF officials?

But consider that the Egyptian military council has already dissolved parliament, which is widely
ridiculed as illegitimate; suspended the Constitution, which broadly restricts Presidential

candidates; and promised to hold Egypt’s first real multi-party elections within six months,
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despite, to put it somewhat mildly, its less than revolutionary roots, and it becomes all to evident

that the military brass are not dictating the pace or course of change.

By contrast, Ethiopia’s military council, the Derg, which assumed power in September 1974, had
boldly outlawed all opposition to its policies, deeming it a capital punishment offense, on the
very day it dethroned Haile-Sellasie. Right or wrong, the Derg had moral clarity; a sense of

mission. This afforded it with the critical will to rule, even if only by brute force.

Not so Egypt’s new military rulers. Unlike the Derg, they have to contend with an assertive
Council of Trustees, a broad coalition of protest organizers, which has been entrusted with the
defense of the revolution. The moral clarity lies with the youthful Trustees not the old men of the
military. And with the absence of clarity of purpose, any chance of the military emerging as a

coherent political force is at best minimal.

The Egyptian revolution is in no danger of being subverted, at least not yet. The military will not
pose real danger as long as it is incapable of tendering a credible alternative to the broad tenets of
the people power revolution. This would have been possible in the bipolar world of the past, but
we now live in an age of diminished ideological ambiguities, where, in light of recent events in
the Arab world, even Samuel Huntington’s well argued “clash of civilizations” is losing
relevance. Democracy, as it is generally understood in the West, is really becoming the only

way.

In the event that Ethiopian protests break out and eventuate in a temporary military takeover, as
has happened in Egypt, the Ethiopian military will be in no different position than its Egyptian

counterpart.

Unlike the Derg, whose suicidal exclusion of senior officers mostly explains its blunders and
cataclysmic end, a new military government in Ethiopia will most probably be led by its most
senior officers. This suggests that it will most probably be instinctively conservative not wildly
radical, less prone to impulsiveness, and thus more predisposed to the sentiments and visions of

the center.
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Significantly, whether led by senior, middle or lower ranking officers, it will be in no position to
offer a compelling raison d’étre to explain a sustained presence in politics let alone a monopoly.
Absent this crucial world-view, it will be devoid of the internal consensus and political
momentum which had once made military governments possible not only in Africa, Latin
America and Asia, but also in Europe—Spain, Portugal and Greece. It will really be a

transitional government.

No people power revolution has been possible without co-opting the military. Only the
confidence that its welfare will not be damaged drastically will convince it to tip the balance of
power in favor of change. This has been the dominant experience in other countries so far, and if
things move in similar direction in Ethiopia, it is highly unlikely that a new precedent will be set

at the expense of the military.

Nor is it desirable. In context of the dangerous neighborhood that the horn of Africa is, the carry-
over of the military with its command structure largely intact is an imperative that the nation
cannot do without, even if only briefly. The experience of the late 70s militates against it. And

this time, the nation may not be able to return from the abyss.

The interests of the military coincides more with the public than it does with the EPRDF.
Nothing, including the top brass’ thoroughly EPRDF origins, precludes the presence of a
pragmatic leadership capable of recognizing where its real interests rest. And this is exactly

where hope for both the people and the military lie.

The end
T T

Memo to the Diaspora.

Thanks to your relentless efforts social media is fast emerging as a potent political medium in
Ethiopia. Posting of articles on your facebook pages is energizing thousands and demoralizing

authoritarians.

Keep posting them. You are making a difference!
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Fight tyranny from your PC !!!

The writer could be reached at serk27@gamil.com

26. Open letter to PM Meles Zenawi Message from the people
By Eskinder Nega March 4th, 2011

Dear Ato Meles Zenawi,

Perhaps it is the jinx of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s unprecedented 12 years in office. He had after
all controversially breached the unwritten code scrupulously respected by all Presidents after

George Washington,

America’s first President, who had refrained, on grounds of principle, from serving more than

two terms.

Of America’s nine Presidents after Roosevelt, who have since been constitutionally restricted to
a maximum of two terms,four, Eisenhower, Reagan, Clinton and Bush( the son),have succeeded
in serving a second term, while another four, Nixon, Ford, Carter and Bush (the father),had to
settle for a single term. The ninth, Obama, at this time serving his first term, is set to break the tie

in about two years.

Roosevelt, who is widely rated as one of America’s top three best Presidents (along with
Washington and Lincoln), was plagued by ill health from the very beginning. He literally
overworked himself to premature death. He would most probably have had few more good years
ahead of him had he retired after a third term. Whatever may be said of its merits and demerits,
the Constitutional cap on Presidential terms his four terms enthused has at least diminished the
possibility of similar fate befalling subsequent American Presidents. Inadvertently, the eight
years to which they have been limited to have over the years proved neither too short nor too

long.
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But this letter is by no means about the damage which two decades of overwork, which you have
spoken of and I empathize with, has exacted on your health. Notwithstanding my conviction that
you and your party have fundamentally marred Ethiopia’s standing and potential, it is my duty as
a Christian not to wish you ill-health. It is a responsibility I try to live up to by earnestly wishing

you the long life I hanker for my family, friends and myself.

Whether the term served was one or two, American Presidents have time and again described life
at the helm of their nation as profoundly lonely—almost depressingly so. Roosevelt, the only
person to have served more than two terms, died before he had time to recount of his experience.
But few doubt his experience was any different. Most historians, in fact, reckon that as his tenure

elongated his solitude had deepened.

This is in a nation reputed not only for one of the most accessible Presidencies on the planet, but
also, intriguingly, so unlike Ethiopia, celebrated for cabinet members and advisors who provide
the President with honest, sound and frequent advice. Ethiopian monarchs literally believed in
their divine sanction. Everything they did had heavenly design. There was no rational nor reason

for doubt. The certainty of religious assurance completed them.

But the nation’s last monarch, Haile- Sellassie, returned to his throne from half a decade exile in
the UK with this world of absolutes shattered beyond redemption. Both the shock and resulting
lonesomeness were inevitable. In his declining years, he was almost inconsolably lonely. Even
his eldest daughter, Tengnework, with whom he had a unique bond, seldom shared the details of

his very private world.

Mengistu is intuitively extroverted in a way that Haile-Sellasie never was, but this was not
enough to insulate him from the isolation the position ultimately entailed. The forced retirement
he imposed on Fikre-Sellasie Wegderse and Legesse Asfaw, his two closest friends and political

allies, as the EPRDF closed in on Addis in mid- 1991, best illustrates his eventual predicament.

None of these leaders, however, whether Ethiopian or American, had to wrestle with the
emotional anguish of a bitter break between irreplaceable friends the way Meles Zenawi had to.
The lost friendships between Meles and Seye Abraha et al were forged over three decades under

the most difficult circumstances. New friends could not possibly fill the void created by their
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loss. A descent to the emotional wilderness, where it is undoubtedly lonesome, is the least that

could have happened to Meles.

A decade has now elapsed, sir, since you had become a profoundly lonelier man than either
Ethiopian or American leaders of yore. And perhaps this would not have really mattered, as
could reasonably be said of American Presidents, if it was somehow tempered with a liberal flow

of honest advice.

This being Ethiopia, though, leaders seldom enjoy the privilege of honest advice from
subordinates. Much has changed in Ethiopia over the past four decades. But also much more
remains intractably the same. And no where is this permanency more evident than in the realm of
Ethiopia’s bloated officialdom. By the power tradition, leaders are told what they want to hear
not what they should.

The rule in this world is simple: Thrive with opportunism and sophistry. Perish with honesty and
integrity. Play by the rule and reward will assuredly come even if only slowly. This is the
dominant spirit of the times that has enabled your wife to suddenly ascend to the most senior
ranks of the EPRDF. In her rise lies the climax of the decline of the “revolutionary generation

that moved mountains”, to use one of your favorite aphorisms.

With the attainment of status and privilege dominating the thoughts of your subordinates, here is
what you are hearing from them: a grateful populace enthralled by fast economic growth;
political stability; a happy, hopeful youth; and content farmers. In other words, a nation on the

verge of take-off, boldly united under Meles’ indispensable leadership.

Here is the gist of this letter, the real message from the grassroots: a nation outraged by high
soaring inflation; a public scandalized by unprecedented corruption; rampant unemployment;
political oppression; chronic shortage of land in rural areas. In sum, the nation is desperate for

change.

You have essentially wasted the two decades with which you were blessed to affect change. In

place of pragmatism dogma has prevailed, in place of transparency secrecy has taken root, in
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place of democracy oppression has intensified, and in place of merit patronage has been

rewarded.

Ato Meles Zenawi: the people want—no, need—you to leave office. The people are closely
watching events in North Africa as I write this letter. They are debating the implications for

Africa, including Ethiopia. And they have been inspired by the heroism of ordinary Libyans.
Listen to them before it’s too late.

Thank you for your time.

The end.

s

Please continue to post articles on your facebook pages.

Fight tyranny from your PC!

27. Libya’s Gadhafi and Ethiopia’s EPRDF
By Eskinder Nega, February 25th, 2011

Strange as this may sound, there is a mainstream in the unsanctioned confederacy of dictators.
Whether of the present times or from the distant past, the mainstream dictator is usually

decidedly understated, more often than not a loner,

eccentric in private habits, and almost as a trademark, lives in a complex world of paranoia.

Moammar Gadhafi indeed shares some of these traits, but also markedly stands out as part of a

glitzy species much disdained by the cool mainstream: the buffoon dictators.
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Hitler and Mussolini popularized the buffoon species. They also represent its two sub-specious:

the harmful and harmless genres.

History will remember Mussolini more for his absurd theatrics and blunders than the harm he
caused. Hitler’s outlandish public tantrums and speeches, on the other hand, are a footnote to the

epic tale of moral and physical damage he wrought on humanity.

Until Tuesday, Gadhafi belonged more with Mussolini than Hitler. Aside from the Berlin and
Lockerbie bombings in a 40 years reign, the world tolerated Gadhafi with bemused indifference.
The international media, for their part, seemed permanently enthralled by his blonde Ukrainian

female nurse and gun-totting female bodyguards.

Come February 22, 2011, a day after Libya was overwhelmed by people power, however, the
world was suddenly confronted with a new, murderous Gadhafi that was much more than a
buffoon. Speaking from the doorsteps of his Tripoli residence once bombed by US air-strikes in
the 1980s, he was at times shouting, pounding his fists on a podium, and intermittently losing his

stream of thought as he scolded his nation’s democratic aspiration.

But his instruction to supporters, militiamen and thousands of mercenaries in his pay came out
clearly. There was no haziness here. “You men and women who love Gadhafi....get out of your
homes and fill the streets. Leave your homes and attack them (the protesters) in their lairs,” he

thundered.

In a nation where tribal loyalties figure prominently in politics, it was also a subtle call to his
kins to defend him. But those who responded, according to eyewitnesses on Al-Jezzera, were

disproportionately his mercenaries.(Sorry EPRDF!)

Divide and rule has lost its magic. A new era has dawned in Libya.

The Libyan protests began on the evening of February 15 by about 2000 people. The number of
protesters roughly doubled as passersby and activists joined them. The regime reacted with a
firm determination to discourage further defiance of its demonstration ban. Up to ten percent of

the demonstrators were seriously brutalized. Many more suffered lesser injuries.

90



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

As has recently happened elsewhere in the Middle East, state violence unexpectedly and
unusually bred fierce public defiance. There were more outraged protesters in Benghazi, Libya’s

second city, the next day. And the protests spread to other cities.

As is the case in all authoritarian countries, including Ethiopia, Gadhafi’s security networks,
though one of the most far-reaching in Africa, were simply not large enough—nor could they
ever be—to contain simultaneous uprisings in dozens of cities across the country. They lost half

the country in 48 hours.

Poor Gadhafi was stunned beyond belief.

This is the scenario that will most probably confront the EPRDF if protests are to break out in
Ethiopia. A parallel event, albeit on a smaller scale, had already happened in November 2005
when half a dozen cities exploded at almost the same time. The EPRDF was almost, but not

quite, stretched to the limit.

Add a few more cities this time around, and crucially, unlike 2005, with a public that will no
doubt be adamantly determined to prevail, EPRDF will be hard pressed to control Addis Ababa,

Dire-Dawa and Baher Dar, the nation’s three largest urban areas, at the same time.

With east Libya serving as the inspiring model, the specter of whole regions liberating
themselves within 48 to 72 hours of protests breaking out is now entirely plausible. Ethiopians in
Addis and across the regions are mesmerized by events in the Arab world as never before, and
each dramatic twist of events seems to mischievously broaden the possibilities at home. More

trouble than it could possibly handle is brewing for the EPRDF.

The reaction of Libya’s professional military to the rise of people power has by now become
conventional in North Africa. Faced with a choice between mass murder and continued loyalty to

the regime, it opted, as had its Tunisian and Egyptian counterparts, to switch sides.

Unfortunately, the balance of power does not lie exclusively with the professional military in
Libya. Much to the delight of Gadhafi, his disdain of a powerful professional military has finally

been vindicated. Wary of a potential coup, he had for long pampered and better armed his
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paramilitaries and mercenaries. He will only be convincingly beaten when they finally abandon

him.( They most probably will.)

The military is all the EPRDF has in Ethiopia. There are no powerful paramilitaries or
mercenaries to counterweigh the might of the army. Only its forceful intervention on either side
in the event of protests, or its neutrality, as was the case in Egypt until the very last moments,
will sway the balance of power. In the unlikely event that it will remain fiercely loyal to the
EPRDF in the face of nation-wide mass protests, civilian fatalities that run in the low hundreds,
as is offically the case for the 2005 post-election riots, will be too much for the international

community. This is not 2005.

But whatever the casualty figures, perhaps no country will suggest the kind of military
intervention which the British have proposed in Libya in recent days. Nonetheless, a belligerent
EPRDF is doomed to a Pyrrhic victory, if that is indeed the final outcome, which will
irremediably rupture its indispensable relationship with the West. And this will inevitably mark
the beginning of the end for the historical enigma that is the EPRDF. There is no way for it to

come out the winner from a violent clampdown.

Gadhafi used every means at his disposal to suppress the protests. Appallingly, artillery,
helicopter gunship, and incredibly, even anti aircraft missiles were fired directly at protesters.
But to no avail. In Bengahzi, hundreds of thousands of defiant protesters turned on the regime. In

smaller towns, the frenzy of the people was harsher.

As casualty figure reportedly climbed to around a thousand, the surge of defections by once
Gadhafi loyalists, which started in the military, encroached with no less ferocity to the civilian
sector. Fuming Ministers, Ambassadors and religious leaders were soon urging rebellion against

the regime.

EPRDF could count on even less officials to stay faithful to it. This will be particularly true of its
diplomats. “Ethiopian embassies representing the people” will most probably pop up around the
globe. Perhaps the only faithful embassy left will be the one in Beijing. But nothing is certain
even there. After all, it is Gadhafi’s most dependable comrade-in-arms of four decades who

defected first in Benghazi.
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All in all, the message to the EPRDF from Libya is crystal clear: don’t fight change. You will not

win.
WE NEED YOUR HELP!

God willing, come Tuesday, my first article in Amahric will appear on this website. The

Ambharic articles are primarily intended for readers in Ethiopia.

The Ethiopian public is more than ever desperate to hear from the people it knows and trusts. |

need your help to connect with thousands who know and trust me.

Facebook is the ideal way to reach readers in Ethiopia at the moment. All Ethiopian websites,

including, of course, this one, are blocked in Ethiopia.

[ urge you to post my Ambharic articles on your Facebook pages. Post it on newsfeeds, send it by
message to friends in Ethiopia, do everything to get the message in to Ethiopia. Do the same for

other articles you like.
Fight tyranny from your PC!

The writer could be reached at serk27@gmail.com

28. Ethiopia: Protest and “danger of ethnic conflict”
By Eskinder Nega, February 18th, 2011

Up to Friday, February 4, 2010, Egypt’s people power revolution was by and large peaceful. But
as dusk slowly overshadowed the designated “day of departure” for Mubarak with his steely

determination to storm out the protests still intact, Egypt’s youth snapped with rage.

Police stations were set ablaze, fire arms and ammunition seized, and hundreds of suspected

criminals—not political prisoners— freed. Any police car within reach was torched.
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The worst came the following day, though. Extensive looting and lawlessness paralyzed Cairo’s
18 million plus residents. Egypt’s enraged unemployed youth seized streets in affluent
neighborhoods armed with guns, knives and sticks. Those who had the means fought back with

firearms. But the majority clearly fell to the mercy of looters.

The television images shocked the world. Perilously, this sudden turn of events almost turned the

tide of public opinion—both local and international-—against the protests.

Mubarak suddenly had a smile on his face.

Fortunately, the backlash from the Egyptian public, which was adamantly for the protests and
understood what was at stake, was swift and decisive. People organized neighborhood watches
virtually overnight, and by Monday had reversed the threat of chaos forcefully. Best of all, the
much predicted violence between Islamic militants and the Christian minority, which the ruling

party had for years used to discourage protests, never came to pass.

The frown was back on Mubarak’s face.

Those 48 hours dampened spirit in Addis no less than they did in Egypt. Suddenly, the content of
public debate shifted from the prospect of the protests spreading beyond Egypt to the ominous
danger it holds for Ethiopia: ethnic conflict.

Egypt and Tunisia are broadly perceived as homogeneous societies. (But Egypt is at least multi-
religious.) Ethiopia, on the other hand, is famously the lone champion of ethnicity based
federalism in Africa; a “nation of nations, nationalities and peoples,” as the official parlance

depicts the country. There lies latent danger, many people fear.

In the seven decades since the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in the mid-thirties, the issue of
ethnicity has had a place in the national discourse with varying degree of intensity. It was the
Italians who first introduced it, albeit as champions of what they described as the

“disenfranchised non-Amhara majority.” And with the expulsion, at their behest, of thousands of
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Amharas from what are now Oromo and Southern regions in 1936 and 1937, a new and

dangerous precedent was set.

But even granted that the expulsions were an aberration, a consequence of Italian divide and
conquer manipulation rather than natural outbursts, the pre-invasion land tenure in the south, the
gebar system, was the ideal setting for an impending class conflict with ethnic overtones. The

Italians were able to see that and use it to their advantage.

Fortunately for the nation, the restored monarch, Haile-Sellassie, resisted strong pressure from
his nobility for reinstatement of the gebar system and opted for the relatively milder chesegna

system.

However progressive the chesegna system looked in comparison to the geber system, though, it
stood in sharp contrast to the egalitarian land tenure of the north, the rist system. By the mid-
60’s and early- 70’s, when the politicization of Ethiopia’s youth expanded dramatically, this
disparity, two geographically delineated land tenures in one country, arguably fueled the advent
of identity politics more than any other factor; particularly amongst Oromo students, who hail

from the nation’s largest ethnic group.

Once the genie was out of the bottle, neither the Derg’s revolutionary land to the tiller
proclamation, which uprooted the economic foundation for identity politics, nor the rise to power
of the EPRDF, one of its multitude of militant champions, has been enough to diminish its
emotional appeal to a large number of people. It still thrives in Ethiopia’s politics both as a

powerful force and a favored means of divide and rule.

Does this pose a threat of ethnic strife in the event of Egypt-like protests? Would people really
go as far as engaging in ethnic conflict, particularly in relatively sophisticated Addis Ababa,

home to the nation’s greatest diversity?

Even in these times of heightened ethnic consciousness, the melting-pot standing of the nation’s
capital has persisted virtually unchallenged. An established ethos encourages tolerance and co-
existence for first generation settlers from the regions, who have always constituted a majority,

and assimilation in to a hybrid culture for succeeding generations. Even the Amharic spoken in
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Addis, which, like American English, has developed a distinctive accent, is evolving as it

continues to assimilate increasing number of words from other languages.

Addis is uniquely one of those rare African cities with no ethnic ghettos. The few neighborhoods
that started out as ethnic enclaves—Wello sefer, Gimira sefer, Wellega sefer etc— have all been
overwhelmed. Amidst this diversity, all school instructions are by consensus in the lingua-franca,
Ambharic. There are no private or public ethnic schools in Addis. The protection and upkeep of
ethnic identities, which is held dear by most Ethiopians, is understood to be the preserve of either

their home regions or a private matter.

Naturally, with ethnically diverse neighborhoods the norm, the extent of inter-marriages is
exceptionally high. An ethnically homogeneous extended family is virtually non-existent. The

process of assimilation in this realm is as vibrant as ever.

This is the Addis Ababan reality which had enabled the CUD to score a sweeping electoral
victory in 2005. For the entirety of the city’s residents, heightened ethnicity, let alone conflict,
militates against day-to-day life. A neighbor is rarely an ethnic kin. A family member is usually
married to someone from a different ethnic group. A co-worker almost always comes from a
different ethnicity. The same goes for a fellow worshiper. Unlike the US or parts of Africa, the
concept of an ethnically exclusive church simply does not exist. The ties that bind Addis

Ababans are extensive and deep.

It is also true that Addis Ababans argue about politics passionately. And, indeed, ethnicity is a
factor for many people in taking sides. But their lifestyles serve as a deterrent against an outright

outbreak of ethnic conflict. There is no better antidote.
Where then does the genesis of the public’s apprehension about such possibility lie?
The answer: EPRDF generated half truths and propaganda.

There were no ethnically motivated attacks in the 2005 post-election riots. Some EPRDF

members of all ethnicities, however, were illegally and reprehensibly attacked. There was no
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rational for them.One house was burned. One man was knocked unconscious. But, thankfully,

there was not a single fatality.

EPRDF members were not targeted indiscriminately. Those attacked were all allegedly directly
or indirectly involved in the suppression of either the June or November protests. Omit this fact

and the image is fundamentally distorted.

But when state media went on to relate of the attacks they deliberately highlighted only those
victims with distinctly Tigrayan names. No mention was made of their alleged bond with the
ruling party. No mention was made of their alleged role in quelling the protests. But these were
exactly what motivated the attacks. Ethnicity was not a factor. And no less crucially, no mention

was made of the attacks against non-Tigrayan EPRDF members.

By simple acts of omissions and half truths, actual events were twisted to fall in line with official
propaganda, which for months had fantastically accused the opposition of genocidal

predisposition.

It was a classic spin.

Nonetheless, this is no reason for complacency. If protests are ever to break out in Ethiopia,
success will rely on whether the essential lessons of the Tunisian and Egyptian protests will be

embraced or not.

These are:

1.Non-Violence

2.Non-ethnic affiliation

3.Non-religious affiliation

4.Non-political affiliation (I will elaborate these “four pillars of Tunisian and Egyptian

peaceful protests” next week.)
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If there is to be change in Ethiopia, it must be focused on the future. The mistakes of the 1974
and 1991 changes were in having been revolutions primarily against the past as opposed to being

revolutions primarily for the future. In this way, they were doomed to fail from the very outset.

If the winds of change do reach Ethiopia, the future must dominate. It is time to undo the

dominance of the past once and for all.

The writer could be reached at serk27@gmail.com

29. Egypt’s and General Tsadkan’s lesson to Ethiopian Generals
By Eskinder Nega, February 4th, 2011

What the world did not see was how hard Mubarak fought Egypt’s youthful protesters before
they attained critical mass last Friday. Arrayed against them in the first few days of the protests

were a remarkably huge and mostly invisible complex

of police and security agencies; 1.4 million strong, according to wikileaks’ leaked US diplomatic
cables. Clad partly in civilian clothes, partly in the official uniform of the despised police, they
were Mubarak’s measure of first resort to quell the protests. Veterans of the fierce Islamic revolt
of the 1990’s, where the origin of their famed brutality lies, Mubarak had every reason to believe

in their infallibility.

But it is exactly their feted brutality, long the perfect deterrent to mass dissent, which was to
undo them in the space of less than a week. The sight of uniformed police or their civilian
counterparts became magnets for hysterically fearless protesters brandishing rocks and sticks.
Naturally, the police and security agencies fought back. But with the momentum on the side of
the protesters, they rarely prevailed; promoting, not on few occasions, some of the rank and file

to switch sides in the midst of pitched battles.
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In some battles, however, the police did prevail. And when that happened, the reaction of the
protesters has intrigued the world. “Where is the army?” cried one protester to foreign
journalists. “Come and see what the police are doing to us. We want the army. We want the

army.” Hardly the sentiment one would expect from citizens of a bona fade police-state.

Now imagine a hypothetical scenario in Ethiopia where protesters and the Federal Police
(Ethiopia’s riot police) clash, and protesters, overwhelmed by the police’s superior fire-power,

intuitively turn to the army for protection.

Plausible?....Of course not!

But in the event that protests erupt in Ethiopia, too( Sudan is teetering on the verge of an
explosion), here is a perfect opportunity for the Ethiopian military to endear itself to the public
the way the Egyptian military has endeared itself to the Egyptian people.

The Egyptian military staged a coup and overthrew the monarchy in 1952. In the person of the
leader of the coup, Gamal Abdul Nasser, the Egyptian military inadvertently produced not only a
populist in the mode of Argentina’s Peron, but even better, one with wide pan-Arabic appeal.
And swiftly, many throughout the Arab world dared to dream about the possibility of a
resurrected Caliphate; one that would stretch from the Atlantic in the West to the Indian Ocean in
the East.

Since then, the Egyptian military has thrived on the windfalls of its association with Nasser; hero
and champion of not only Egyptians but of all Arabs. Both subsequent leaders of Egypt after
Nasser, Sadat and Mubarak, the former a captain in the army, the later a General in the Air

Force, inevitably came from the institution with the most prestige in the country.

Buttressed by billions of dollars of aid, first from the Soviet Union and then the US, the Egyptian
military has over the decades grown in to a state within a state. But this is not the Egyptian
example that Ethiopian Generals should be fancying. On the contrary, it is a cautionary tale of
what should be avoided. Rather, it is the sensitivity of the Egyptian military to its place in the
people’s heart that should inspire Ethiopian Generals “to be more than they could be,” as the

American Marines would put it.
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By Monday, February 1, 2010, Mubarak’s ruling party, NDF, had tired to insignificance; the
hated police had collapsed; but, predictably, the military was still standing tall and intact. With
some effort, perhaps akin to something like an Egyptian version of Tiananmen Square, it could
have put an end to the protests. But neither the possibility of saving one of its sons, Mubarak, nor
the unsettling prospect of losing its privileged economic and political status if the protesters

prevail compelled it to turn against the public.

Its first statement, issued as the crisis escalated to new heights at the beginning of the week,
clearly placed it on the side of the public: “The armed forces will not resort to use of force
against our great people. Your armed forces, which are aware of the legitimacy of your demands,
are keen to assume their responsibility in protecting the nation and the citizens; and affirm that
freedom of expression through peaceful means is guaranteed to every body.” And thus, at the
expense of its short term interest, it has opted for its historical integrity; a record untainted by the

blood of the very people it is supposed to protect.

Is the Ethiopian Military capable of such heroism? Is it capable of overcoming its debased moral
standing; stained by the needless blood it shed of the young and old, of women and men, the very

people it is sworn to protect, in the post election riots of 2007?

Well, partially it is. Nothing it could do will bring back the dead; their blood will remain a
permanent blemish. But a determination not to repeat this fatal error of judgment could reconcile

it with the favor of the public; placing it squarely at the center of a forgiving public’s heart.

The EPRDF army which marched in to Addis twenty years ago could paradoxically be said to
exist and not exist at the same time. Estimated by experts to have been no more 80,000 at its
peak, it was more than tripled during the Ethio-Eritrean war of the early 2000s. It now stands
somewhere between 150,000 and 200,000. Between the ranks of Private and Captain, significant
numbers of ex-EPRDF fighters exist only amongst NCOs. The rest have more or less been fully
replaced by new recruits. In this sense, the old EPRDF army has either been phased out or

overwhelmed by new recruits.

But above the rank of Captain, the dominance of EPRDF fighters-cum-professional soldiers is

evident. At the rank of Colonel and above their presence is virtually absolute. In this sense, the
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old guard, the veteran leadership which defeated the Derg remains intact. EPRDF leaders assume

their loyalty as a given; a certainty that will categorically not fail.

But is that certainty warranted?

To a large extent, it is. But consider that General Tsadkan Gebre-Tesane, chief-of-staff of the
armed forces between 1991 and 2001, and General Abebe Tekle-Haimanot, Commander of the
Air-Force for the same period, were once ultimate prototypes of this genre, who chose to part
ways with the EPRDF over questions of principle, and the possibility of new surprises is

palpable.

What undid the two Generals and multitude of lesser officers was their resolve, as is the case
with Egyptian Generals now, to maintain strict neutrality when the core EPRDF leadership was
ruptured by an unprecedented internal split. But to Meles Zenawi, anyone who was not with him
was against him. This was an implicit ultimatum to the military brass to which the alternative
was possible civil war. Horrified by the rapidly unfolding specter, most of them gave in
reluctantly. This is the real story. Needless to say, the popular impression of what had happened

has been heavily prejudiced by the winning side.

Perhaps it is too early to expect a radical shift of attitudes and loyalties in Ethiopia right now.
But if the protests do spread to Ethiopia, as the EPRDF fears, the least that history demands from
Ethiopian Generals, particularly with the examples of Tunisia and Egypt in the picture, is a no
repeat of the wanton, random, excessive shootings to the head and heart of unarmed protesters—

even stone throwing ones!!—as in 2005.

Ethiopian Generals: history is watching; the people are watching; and the world is

watching.

Most of all: Don’t fight your conscience!

The writer could be reached at : serk27@gmail.com
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30. Ethiopia: As Egypt and Yemen protest, wither Ethiopia’s opposition?
By Eskinder Nega, January 28th, 2011

The news headlines are invariably dominated by the protests in Egypt, Tunisia and Yemen.
Egypt in particular is at the core of international suspense. If Mubarak is successfully ousted, the

protests will most certainly spread to other countries.

But for many pundits, the surprising restraints of the security services also dominate their
thoughts. Is what is happening in Egypt and Yemen a slow motion replay of what undid Ben Ali
in Tunisia—that is, are the Generals refusing to fire on unarmed protesters? If so, what
implications does this hold for Sudan, the next most probable country to which the protests could

spread—and if Sudan explodes, inexorably, the next country in line,Ethiopia?

The Egyptian protests, which now dominate conversations here in Addis Ababa, started out as a
gathering of a small number of people on Tuesday. No one really took them seriously at first.
Demonstrations have been banned in Egypt since 1981, when Anwar Sadat was assassinated by
Islamists and a state of emergency was declared. Opponents of the regime, ranging from the tiny
Socialists to the menacingly massive Muslim Brotherhood, have intermittently tried to defy the
ban over the 30 years since, but their efforts “had drawn no more than a few dozen or few
hundred people in the past,” according to news reports.(There are some exceptions.) And until
noon on Tuesday, when a small number of people convened outside Cairo’s Supreme Court
building, the latest shot to brave the ban appeared to have been slated for the same fate. But two
things surprised the authorities:the unusual intensity of the protesters and the speed with which
their numbers swelled in to the hundreds. The demonstrators, however, were manifestly
disenchanted by the turnout, “where are the Egyptian people?” they hollered, as they headed to
Tahrir—liberation—square, Cairo’s equivalent to Addis’ Meskel square. Thousands responded

by joining them.
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Normally, the Egyptian security and police would be expected to move in quickly, cordon off the
protestors, split heads and crack bones, and if the need arises, shoot at will, and ferry off as many
people as possible—including passersby—to a detention center, where they could be held

indefinitely under the state of emergency law still in effect.

Oddly, this was exactly what did not happen. The government’s response was clearly mixed. The
security forces moved to engage the demonstrators when they were small in number, but as their
number and intensity increased, surprisingly backed off. Does this signal reluctance on the part
of the Egyptian Generals, as had happened in Tunisia, not to fire on unarmed protesters? Have
the Tunisian Generals triggered a domino effect that is set to sway Generals in authoritarian
regimes? What happens in Egypt over the next few days will determine the fate of many

countries.

If the answers to these questions are indeed what thousands of activists for democracy in
authoritarian countries obviously wish they are, the implications for Ethiopia, while admittedly
remote, could not be dismissed outright. No nation is immune to international trends these days.
But the prevailing consensus for now, which I share, is that Ethiopian Generals would most
probably not go the way of the Tunisian Generals— regardless of what happens in Egypt, Sudan
or Yemen. The unique historical and psychological intricacies that bind the Ethiopian Generals

and the EPRDF leadership have no parallel in North Africa and Yemen.

The similarities between the Ethiopian and Egyptian legal opposition, however, is remarkable.
An intractable feature of Egypt’s opposition is their partition in to secularists and Islamists;
which had always prevented them from working together. In Ethiopia, the cluster runs between
ethnic and multi-ethnic opposition groups, who also so far have been unable to forge a durable,
potent and convincing alternative to the EPRDF. (Though there is some potential in Medrek.)
But as of Wednesday, Egyptian secularists and Islamists, who had for decades loathed each other
no less than they had detested the regime, were miraculously demanding change in perfect sync.

No more were they obsessing with which side was posed to gain more.

Tuesday’s protests were called by secular opposition groups through social media—Facebook

and Twitter. Islamists hardly noticed. By mid-afternoon, when the protesters increased
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dramatically, Islamists were joining sporadically, and by midnight, in large numbers (and doing
their best to be inconspicuous.) On Wednesday, they had for all intents and purposes merged in
the streets—propelling not only the sizable labor movement to join them as well, but crucially,
the unaffiliated; who overwhelmed them all. And swiftly, what started out as yet another botched
protest by the hapless opposition metamorphosed in to a leaderless people’s movement. Nothing
symbolized this transformation more than the hundreds of lawyers who joined the protesters by

breaking through a line of riot police who had cordoned off the demonstrators at Thrir square.

The Egyptian government has almost helplessly looked on as the protests gained momentum.
And here again is a question that begs an answer: could this because of an internal discord within
the ruling establishment? Perhaps. There are wikileaks cables that point in that direction. But a
definitive answer will have to wait. In the meantime, much to the delight of the protesters, Cairo
is rife with rumors that Mubarak is set to go in to exile (which is discounted by most analysts.)

And this is in large part fueling passion and reinforcing determination on the streets.

Could the legal Ethiopian opposition leaders try to replicate what the legal opposition triggered
in Egypt? “No,” firmly answered an opposition official I queried. “There will be a massacre, and
it will also be the end of us,” he said. I could have been Mistaken, but I thought I had sensed
alarm in his tone. The specter of the 2007 treason trials all over again could have unnerved him.

And emotions and fantasies aside, I must acknowledge the merits of his argument.

The horn has always been harsher, crueler, and colder than either North Africa or Yemen. Thus,
with legal opposition parties unable to garner more than one seat in Parliament, let alone be an
agent of change, they seem to have withered to irrelevance; their role no more expansive than
providing a veneer of democratic process to the autocracy of the EPRDF. Their crisis of

legitimacy is set to deepen.

The consensus is that both the Tunisian and Egyptian popular uprisings are leaderless. At their
core, however, is astonishing cohesion, sagacity of direction and purpose—at least, as far as
dislodging their Presidents are concerned. What has made this possible are the tens of thousands
of tech-suave under-30 youth—politically unaftiliated and unideological— who have used social

media—Facebook and Twitter—to plan, strategize, mobilize and sustain the protests. They have
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upstaged established opposition groups—-including the Muslim Brotherhood. “It’s the youth that
knows how to use the media, Internet, Facebook, so they are (the most effective) players now (in
Tunisia and Egypt),” said Emad Shahin, a prominent scholar in the US, to news outlets. And in
both countries, while they loath the ruling parties, they have no faith in the ineffectual

oppositions either.

Thus the protests are too important to be left to the leadership of the opposition. The youth have
opted to take charge—peacefully but persistently. And it’s working. Every time the government
responds with violence—however limited and restrained—more and more people are joining
them. Their moral fortitude exemplified through their non-violence— is galvanizing not only

their peoples but the world to their cause.

The writer could be reached at:serk27@gmail.com

31. Ethiopia: Ben Ali’s “advise” to Meles Zenawi

By Eskinder Nega, January 21st, 2011

NOTE: The inspiration for this “imagined conversation” between Tunisia’s exiled President Ben
Ali and Ethiopian PM, Meles Zenawi, comes from Prof Al Mariam’s brilliant “Interview” With

Birtukan Midekssa; which was written while she was in prison.

Like the Professor’s “imagined interview,” this “imagined conversation” is also mostly based—
apart form the intended humor and dramatization— on credible news stories, legitimate

economic reports and researched materials.
Hope you will be informed as well as entertained.

Place: Jeddah, Saudi Arabia and Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.
Time: 7:27 PM,
Date: Thursday, January 20th 2011

105



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

Startled, Ben Ali instinctively flinched at the buzz of his cell phone. Trebesli, his wife, who is
two decades younger than him, looked at him inquisitively as she walked in to the room briskly.
He shrugged and picked up the cell phone from the table. Days have passed since anyone had

called either one of them.

“Yes?....”he asked suspiciously.

“Who am I speaking to?” inquired a voice reluctantly.

“ I know this voice!” exclaimed Ben with obvious excitement. Trebelsi blushed. It must be
Obama— FINALLY! Where are your friends when you need them? I am sure Michelle will ask

to speak with me, thought Trebelsi as she flashed her husband a winning smile.

“ Waaahhhbhttttsss uuuupppp, Ben old boy?”

Ben Ali was literally shocked. Few seconds elapsed before he could muster a response.

“Are you already making fun of me?” replied Ben coldly.” I am NOT an American rapper, you

know!” he added rather severely.

Intrigued, Trebesli sat next to him. “Is it Obama?” she lip-synched.

He shook his head. “Sarkozy?” she pressed eagerly—oh, boy! Has he got some APOLOGY to
make! But again, Ben shook his head. “Cameron?” He shook his head and absentmindedly
moved his eyes elsewhere. Furious, she stood up and met his eyes. “Who is it?”” she implored

quietly, waving her hands in exasperation.

“No! No! No! Don’t get me wrong, Ben. I am trying to cheer an old pal. We are in this together.
Protests have erupted in Egypt, Mauritania, Algeria; and, believe it or not, Ben, even in LIBYA.
It’s like 1989 all over again. What’s this world coming to? FOOLS are self-immolating

"?

everywhere. | am outraged, Ben!” replied the voice over the cell.

“Glad to hear that, Meles,”Ben said, somewhat reassured. “Go light on the cheering part, though.

Nothing will change my mood. I am so mad!”
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Disappointed, Trebesli sat down. So it’s not Obama. Nor is it Sarkozy. Nor the thousands of
people around the world—Tunisians and non-Tunisians— that WE have done favors for, raged
Trebesli on the inside. What a cruel, cruel world! And suddenly, tears were rolling down her
cheeks. Luckily, Ben was staring out of the window as he spoke to Meles. Knowing that it breaks

his heart to see her cry, she sneaked out of the room. Ben hardly noticed.

“ My Ambassador tells me you are contentedly lodged in an enormous palace. That’s much

better than a prison cell in Tunis,” teased Meles with a chuckle.

“Palace?! Palace?!” screamed Ben. A flustered Trebesli run in to the room. Only yesterday, a
doctor had cautioned Ben against violent mood swings; raised the possibility of a stroke. “ You
should see the pre-conditions they made me sign. It’s a mile long. I tell you, Meles, a prisoner
has more rights more than I do. I can’t remember them all. But I think I need the Saudi’s
permission to breathe....”he stopped suddenly, too angry to go on. Trebesli sat next to him and

squeezed his hand. Ben closed his eyes. Trebesli’s calming effect never fails.

“Give me the word, Meles, and I will coming running to you,” continued Ben, suddenly meek

more than provoked.

“Nothing would give me more pleasure,” responded Meles promptly. “But would the Saudi’s

allow you to board a plane?”

“I guess not,” replied Ben with resignation. ‘I am virtually a prisoner. NEVER, NEVER end up

in my position, Meles.”

“Don’t intend to,” answered Meles firmly. “But what went wrong, Ben? You did everything by

the book. We looked up to you.”

“ By the book. Did everything by the book,” mused Ben shaking his head up and down.
Concentrated on the economy like everyone said. Tripled per-capita GDP from 1201 dollars in
1986 to 3786 dollars in 2008. Hear that, Meles? TRIPLED! Only in twenty years. What Arab or
African government has equaled that? Tell me, Meles, in the name of the almighty Allah, if you

know of any?” asked Ben emotionally.
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Meles coughed. Move on, he beseeched his friend in his heart.

“Well, do you?” pressed Ben belligerently.

“Not exactly,” Meles shot back irritably.

“I didn’t think so,” cried Ben triumphantly. Trebelsi’s eyes also glowed with pride. She squeezed

his hand once more time and left the room.

“And that is not the end of it. I fought poverty tooth and nail. Reduced the poverty rate by 50
percent in fifteen years. But it’s going up everywhere—even in America. Tell me honestly,
Brother Meles, I beg you in the name of Allah to tell me truth, has the Ethiopian poverty rate
declined by ten percent—not my fifty percent—in the two decades you have been in power?”

yelled Ben, apparently beset by the significance of his record.

“Ten percent?”” asked Meles meekly.

“Yes, by Allah, a mere ten percent!”

“I did not call to discuss my record,” Meles complained bitterly.

“I am making a point. No offense intended,” said Ben, backing off.

Meles grunted. But an excited Ben was oblivious to Meles’ feeling.

“The 2010-2011 Global competitiveness Report ranked Tunisia first in Africa. If I remember
correctly, Ethiopia was near the bottom. And I am the one who is stuck in veiled Saudi Arabia.
Where is the justice in that, Meles? The IMF and World Bank couldn’t have enough of me. One
of them, in fact, a world renowned Economist, wished 51 Ben Ali’s for the world—one for each
African country. Ha! Ha! Ha!...... Gave the opposition more than fifty seats in Parliament. No
offense, Meles, but that is more than the one sat you conceded. And the percentage of Tunisians
online? 34%! Who could beat that? Why am I stuck in Saudi Arabia?” roared Ben Ali in a

wounded voice.
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Meles groaned with palpable pain. How many times have the IMF and the World Bank told him
HE was their pet African leader?

“Did you get the message?”” asked Ben suddenly.

“What message?” queried a bewildered Meles.

“Lesson number one: the more people eat, the more freedom they demand. Don’t lose sleep over
the ten million plus hungry Ethiopians as along as they are not dying, buddy. They will turn

against you the moment their bellies are full.”

“And lesson number two?”” inquired Meles eagerly.

“Do you know who your true friends are?”

“Of course I do,” responded Meles confidently. “Samora Yonus tops the list...”

“Who is he?” Ben interrupted anxiously.

“My loyal chief of staff,” replied Meles happily.

Ben bolted upright.

“Water, water,” he gasped. Trebelsi came running. “Water, water,” he begged her. Terrified, she
handed him the bottled water in her hand. He gulped a mouthful. “I am okay,” he reassured her

and waved her off. Though calmed, she left the room haltheartedly.

“Ben, Ben, are you alright?” hollered a genuinely alarmed Meles.

“You almost bumped me off with distress,” said Ben seriously. “Do you know General Rachid

Ammar?”

“A jerky Saudi General lording over you?” suggested Meles mischievously.

“No! No! No! Though, you are right about the jerky part. Rachid was my chief of staff. Allah

created him. But I molded him in to what he is. No brains, no ambition. Absolutely safe! Perfect
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way to keep the military under control, I thought. But he betrayed me. Refused to fire on illegal
protesters. Said they were unarmed. Wouldn’t listen when I told him they were unconstitutional.
That was all it took to undo what I had built for two decades. One man! One imbecile of a man!
Everything else was a house of cards after that. The hundreds of thousands of party members in
almost every home in the country meant nothing. A ruling political party in Africa is the greatest
of all ruses, Meles. Everything hinges on few key commanders for us,” winded down Ben, his

voice tinged with regret.

“All true. All true. But you must have forgotten the golden rule,” said Meles, assuming the role

of the wise man for a change.

“What golden rule?”

“The Enver Hoxha rule,” said Meles impatiently. Ben should know this.
“Who is Enver Hoxha?” asked Ben.

“He died in office, Ben. That’s all you need to know,” said Meles edgily.
“He escaped the mob?”” asked Ben with awe.

“Yep!” replied Meles with pride.

“What was his magic?”

“A loyal chief-of-staff minus a pack of bickering Generals is equal to an exiled or dead

President,” answered Meles authoritatively.
Ben Ali gasped.
“ Meles! Meles! Meles! You should have told me this before,” objected Ben.

“This is the ABC of stability. The best Generals are the ones who despise each other; and most
importantly, hold each other in utter contempt. The upshot is assured stability. How could you

not have known this? Must be the old age,” said Meles with a tone of remorse.
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“I am only 75 years,” screamed Ben.

“75 years young,” shot back Meles mockingly.

“I had ten good more years in front of me,” said Ben, with tears filling his eyes.

“Any more words of wisdom for me?”” asked Meles.

“One more. You could call it golden rule number two,” said Ben mysteriously.

“I am all ears, Ben,” said Meles, ready to jot down notes.

“Don’t trust Swiss banks!” screeched Ben uncontrollably.

Meles was outraged.

“But they are every exiled President’s best friends. Everyone knows that. What would the world
be like without them?”” Meles objected sternly.

“Not anymore. I would understand if the accounts in my name were blocked. But they had to
block the accounts of every member of my extended family! It’s now a crime to be related to me!
Guilty until proven innocent, is what these banks are saying. Good old banking morals don’t

hold water anymore. It’s a scandal, Meles. Allah save you from my fate.”

“Amen. You must be starving now,” said a saddened Meles. “Perhaps I could help.”

“No! No! No! Fortunately, Trebelsi had the foresight to make a large withdrawal of solid gold
from the Tunisian National Bank before we left,” answered Ben. “I tell you, Meles, she is a
genius, a gift from Allah to me. No one has ever believed me. But I know what I know. I would

be on Saudi welfare if not for her,” said Ben with tears filling his eyes for the second time.

Both men laughed happily, and thanked their God for their faultless wives.

The writer could be reached at serk@gmail.com
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32. Ethiopia: As Egypt and Yemen protest, wither Ethiopia’s opposition?
By Eskinder Nega, January 28th, 2011

The news headlines are invariably dominated by the protests in Egypt, Tunisia and Yemen.
Egypt in particular is at the core of international suspense. If Mubarak is successfully ousted, the

protests will most certainly spread to other countries.

But for many pundits, the surprising restraints of the security services also dominate their
thoughts. Is what is happening in Egypt and Yemen a slow motion replay of what undid Ben Ali
in Tunisia—that is, are the Generals refusing to fire on unarmed protesters? If so, what
implications does this hold for Sudan, the next most probable country to which the protests could

spread—and if Sudan explodes, inexorably, the next country in line,Ethiopia?

The Egyptian protests, which now dominate conversations here in Addis Ababa, started out as a
gathering of a small number of people on Tuesday. No one really took them seriously at first.
Demonstrations have been banned in Egypt since 1981, when Anwar Sadat was assassinated by
Islamists and a state of emergency was declared. Opponents of the regime, ranging from the tiny
Socialists to the menacingly massive Muslim Brotherhood, have intermittently tried to defy the
ban over the 30 years since, but their efforts “had drawn no more than a few dozen or few
hundred people in the past,” according to news reports.(There are some exceptions.) And until
noon on Tuesday, when a small number of people convened outside Cairo’s Supreme Court
building, the latest shot to brave the ban appeared to have been slated for the same fate. But two
things surprised the authorities:the unusual intensity of the protesters and the speed with which
their numbers swelled in to the hundreds. The demonstrators, however, were manifestly
disenchanted by the turnout, “where are the Egyptian people?” they hollered, as they headed to
Tahrir—Iliberation—square, Cairo’s equivalent to Addis’ Meskel square. Thousands responded

by joining them.

Normally, the Egyptian security and police would be expected to move in quickly, cordon off the

protestors, split heads and crack bones, and if the need arises, shoot at will, and ferry off as many
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people as possible—including passersby—to a detention center; where they could be held

indefinitely under the state of emergency law still in effect.

Oddly, this was exactly what did not happen. The government’s response was clearly mixed. The
security forces moved to engage the demonstrators when they were small in number, but as their
number and intensity increased, surprisingly backed off. Does this signal reluctance on the part
of the Egyptian Generals, as had happened in Tunisia, not to fire on unarmed protesters? Have
the Tunisian Generals triggered a domino effect that is set to sway Generals in authoritarian
regimes? What happens in Egypt over the next few days will determine the fate of many

countries.

If the answers to these questions are indeed what thousands of activists for democracy in
authoritarian countries obviously wish they are, the implications for Ethiopia, while admittedly
remote, could not be dismissed outright. No nation is immune to international trends these days.
But the prevailing consensus for now, which I share, is that Ethiopian Generals would most
probably not go the way of the Tunisian Generals— regardless of what happens in Egypt, Sudan
or Yemen. The unique historical and psychological intricacies that bind the Ethiopian Generals

and the EPRDF leadership have no parallel in North Africa and Yemen.

The similarities between the Ethiopian and Egyptian legal opposition, however, is remarkable.
An intractable feature of Egypt’s opposition is their partition in to secularists and Islamists;
which had always prevented them from working together. In Ethiopia, the cluster runs between
ethnic and multi-ethnic opposition groups, who also so far have been unable to forge a durable,
potent and convincing alternative to the EPRDF. (Though there is some potential in Medrek.)
But as of Wednesday, Egyptian secularists and Islamists, who had for decades loathed each other
no less than they had detested the regime, were miraculously demanding change in perfect sync.

No more were they obsessing with which side was posed to gain more.

Tuesday’s protests were called by secular opposition groups through social media—Facebook
and Twitter. Islamists hardly noticed. By mid-afternoon, when the protesters increased
dramatically, Islamists were joining sporadically, and by midnight, in large numbers (and doing

their best to be inconspicuous.) On Wednesday, they had for all intents and purposes merged in
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the streets—propelling not only the sizable labor movement to join them as well, but crucially,
the unaffiliated; who overwhelmed them all. And swiftly, what started out as yet another botched
protest by the hapless opposition metamorphosed in to a leaderless people’s movement. Nothing
symbolized this transformation more than the hundreds of lawyers who joined the protesters by

breaking through a line of riot police who had cordoned off the demonstrators at Thrir square.

The Egyptian government has almost helplessly looked on as the protests gained momentum.
And here again is a question that begs an answer: could this because of an internal discord within
the ruling establishment? Perhaps. There are wikileaks cables that point in that direction. But a
definitive answer will have to wait. In the meantime, much to the delight of the protesters, Cairo
is rife with rumors that Mubarak is set to go in to exile (which is discounted by most analysts.)

And this is in large part fueling passion and reinforcing determination on the streets.

Could the legal Ethiopian opposition leaders try to replicate what the legal opposition triggered
in Egypt? “No,” firmly answered an opposition official I queried. “There will be a massacre, and
it will also be the end of us,” he said. I could have been Mistaken, but I thought I had sensed
alarm in his tone. The specter of the 2007 treason trials all over again could have unnerved him.

And emotions and fantasies aside, I must acknowledge the merits of his argument.

The horn has always been harsher, crueler, and colder than either North Africa or Yemen. Thus,
with legal opposition parties unable to garner more than one seat in Parliament, let alone be an
agent of change, they seem to have withered to irrelevance; their role no more expansive than
providing a veneer of democratic process to the autocracy of the EPRDF. Their crisis of

legitimacy is set to deepen.

The consensus is that both the Tunisian and Egyptian popular uprisings are leaderless. At their
core, however, is astonishing cohesion, sagacity of direction and purpose—at least, as far as
dislodging their Presidents are concerned. What has made this possible are the tens of thousands
of tech-suave under-30 youth—politically unaffiliated and unideological— who have used social
media—Facebook and Twitter—to plan, strategize, mobilize and sustain the protests. They have
upstaged established opposition groups—-including the Muslim Brotherhood. “It’s the youth that

knows how to use the media, Internet, Facebook, so they are (the most effective) players now (in
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Tunisia and Egypt),” said Emad Shahin, a prominent scholar in the US, to news outlets. And in
both countries, while they loath the ruling parties, they have no faith in the ineffectual

oppositions either.

Thus the protests are too important to be left to the leadership of the opposition. The youth have
opted to take charge—peacefully but persistently. And it’s working. Every time the government
responds with violence—however limited and restrained—more and more people are joining
them. Their moral fortitude exemplified through their non-violence— is galvanizing not only

their peoples but the world to their cause.

The writer could be reached at: serk27@gmail.com

33. Third anniversary of the suppression of Ethiopia’s free press

By Eskinder Nega, October 31st, 2008

I am writing from the designated seat of the African Union, Addis Ababa; home to the

headquarters of that prized ideal of ours: African Union

Because of the inimitable standing of Addis Ababa as the political capital of Africa, and thus a
beacon of hope and all that is best in us as Africans, it will hardly be too much to expect this city
to be a center of learning, culture, cosmopolitanism, tolerance, arts, innovation and creativity,
equality, rule of law, democracy and freedom of expression. In other words, a city suited for the
twenty first century that all Africans could like, live in, identify with and be proud of. But the
bleak reality can be no more different, as November 1 2008 marks not only the third anniversary
of the premeditated brutal crackdown against democracy in 2005, but also the continued triumph

of EPRDF’s malice in Ethiopia.

Some two decades ago, at the end of the world wide epic struggle between totalitarian
communism and liberal democracy, Africa stood in stark contrast to the rest of the world as the
almost natural habitat of dysfunctional dictatorships; with a lone, or maybe two, small islands of

democracies. The embarrassing and outrageous images of Idi Amin, Bokkasa, Mobutu, Botha
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and plenty of others dominated the continent, implying for some—Africans and others—
darkness in the soul of the people of the so-called Dark Continent. From east to west, north to
south, in the great expanses of the continent, despair, hatred, malice and spite embedded
themselves in place of the optimism, goodwill and fraternity that had only two decades earlier

undone the shackles of colonial misrule.

Who indeed did not despair about Africa in 1988, one year before the almost magical crumble of
the Berlin wall? But when The Wall fell, that grand moment in history abruptly changed not only
Europe but all of humanity; and swiftly, confidence in humanity’s ability for good things was
back in full force. From the deserts of the north to the lush green lands of the south, from the low
lands of the west to the high lands in the east, ordinary men and women held their heads up while
the Big Men of Africa—the dictators—retreated behind the high walls of their obscenely
luxurious palaces. And in less than a decade many of them were to be relegated to Ronald
Reagan’s famous dustbin of history. Today, twenty three African countries have met
international standards for democracy in defiance of a chorus of cynical pronouncements that
democracy for Africa is only possible by piecemeal, an ideal that we ordinary Africans could not
possibly enjoy in our lifetime. Only in the North and in the Horn do we find multitude of
dictatorships comfortably entrenched, ostensibly oblivious to the wind of change that has swept

across the continent.

And at least as far as the horn is concerned, it is my country, Ethiopia, I am embarrassed and
dejected to admit, which is holding the region back. But I am not entirely gloomy, for I know
that the triumph of democracy elsewhere in Africa will in due course overwhelm us, too. It’s
only a question of time. In the mean time, however, the situation is dismal .In October 2005 the
Ethiopian government closed down all independent publications in the country, following two
days of low level street protests against election results(which was also disputed by credible
international observers), to which the authorities deliberately and wantonly reacted with deadly
vengeance. To date, three years later, none of those publications have yet been allowed to resume
work. And almost all the journalists that worked for them are either in exile or remain
unemployed. In fact, this year marked the illegal denial of new press licenses, in contravention of
both the constitution and press law, to owners of the two largest publishers of private newspapers
in the country before the crackdown in 2005. After fifteen years of unrestricted press licensing,

PM Meles Zenawi’s government, true its standing as Africa’s star backslider, has this year

116



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

restricted press licensing for the first time. A press license, the only means to independent media
the country has ever known, is no more a right exercised by all citizens but a privilege accorded

to few.

But what bad news I have relayed to you can not raze the good news from our continent. We
have ample reason to be optimistic, to look forward to the future we only need to look at the
hope embodied in Africa’s 23 democracies, no doubt prelude to a new epoch in the history of
Africans, when we will at long last be full fledged partakers in the promotion of human

civilization.

34. Letter from Ethiopia: Election 2010 Overview - Part 1
By Eskinder Nega, February 19th, 2010

EPRDF’s pending schism.

With the upcoming elections just around the corner, one discernable dissimilarity between the
EPRDF, still clinging to incumbency after almost two decades in power, and the multitude of its

electoral opponents, is in how they perceive, exercise and have thus structured power.

Scratch beyond the surface and the EPRDF is really not the monolithic dinosaur as it is most
commonly stereotyped. If what defines an organization is the unique amalgam of its history,
quality of leadership, cohesion, grass root presence, vision, and perhaps even its luck, then the
EPRDF, fast approaching its twentieth year, has evolved in to a coalition of four distinct
phenomenon: the increasing confusion of the dominant TPLF; the acute cynicism of the ANDM;

the desperate nihilism of the OPDO and the inevitable irrelevance of the incongruent SEPM.

A nasty, but so far bloodless, backstage interplay of these dynamics in what is now a battle to
succeed Meles Zenawi has inaudibly developed in to a real threat to the cohesion of the EPRDF,
arguably more dangerous than the electoral threat posed by its opponents. We now know that
disaster was only averted this year with the extension of Meles’ term in office—-something he
had always counted on, according to diplomats—-but this has yet to result in the much

anticipated—-or rather, hoped for—ceasefire between two bickering claimants to the throne—
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OPDO and ANDM. What will be the spillover from this rivalry is hardly hard to predict in this
election year, but the signs are already out there that both have calculated that a significant win
by the opposition in their regions will undermine their claim; and are thus determined, by hook
or crook, to garner as many seats as possible. The ANDM in particular, which was reluctantly
forced to concede the most seats in 2005, seems bent on improving on its last performance. Not

the best scenario for the opposition this year, though no serious pundit has yet written them off.

It is the vast power vested in the chair of the EPRDF that sets it in marked contrast to its
opponents in general; but particularly its principal electoral opponent this year,Mederk, which
has surprisingly employed the anarchic working ethos of decision making by consensus rather
than majority vote. To operate by consensus, all issues are now being discussed until they are
resolved to the satisfaction of all parties. The unsustainability of such an arrangement has already

become all too evident, its open implosion only a question of time.

By contrast, the EPRDF is clearly a hierarchal organization with a singular power at the top in
Meles Zenawi and subsequent levels of delegated power beneath him. Though collective
leadership is formally acknowledged, it has no relevance in practice. And because of a complex
matrix of history, socio-economy, politics and psychology, a hierarchal arrangement with a
strong leader at the top is, I believe, best for Ethiopian political organizations; and, I would

argue, the decisive advantage of the EPRDF over its opponents.

But the question remains if the prestige and power of EPRDF’S chairperson will endure after
Meles. Both the OPDO and the ANDM are betting on it; but none of the EPRDF’s four
constituent members have been able to come up with a political heavyweight remotely capable of
ensuring a seamless transition. The one figure that has appeal beyond his own party, OPDO’s
Girma Biru, who leads the important Commerce Ministry, is noted only for his managerial
competence, not the grand vision and ruthlessness deemed crucial to keep the EPRDF vibrant

and intact.

The ANDM head, Addisu Legesse, is famous for his subdued demeanor and is purportedly held
in particular high esteem by Meles for refusing an offer of the Prime Ministership by Seye
Abraha et al just before their expulsion from the party. But the ANDM’s unanimous rally behind

Meles under the leadership of Addisu had been widely interpreted as a Machiavellian maneuver
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by Ambharas to weaken the dominant TPLF, something that still seriously irks a significant
number of strategically placed TPLF veterans. Aside from this obvious Achilles heel, Addisu is
one of EPRDF’s leaders who stir little passion for or against his name. He is a clear underdog in
this race to succeed Meles, and he is already being seriously undermined by a campaign to

quietly push him aside on health grounds.

His deputy, Bereket Simon, whose support is generally deemed critical to the eventual successor,
was instrumental in marshalling pressure for Meles’ term extension; but his considerable
influence is expected to wane once Meles eventually leaves the limelight. His health
notwithstanding, Bereket is still, along with Meles, EPRDF’s dynamo, his clear genius for
intrigue a cause of much resentment both inside and outside the EPRDF. His reputation with the
opposition for arrogance, insincerity and rigidity was contemptuously set aside by his party and
he has emerged, yet again, as the lead EPRDF negotiator for the upcoming elections, a clear
message that the EPRDF intends to play rough. Those who had hoped that this would mean less
of his time for EPRDEF’s intra-party politics have so far been profoundly disappointed; this is a

man who has habitually worked overtime throughout his adult life.

The enigma of this drama is the role of Sebhat Nega, the king maker two of decades ago whose
backing was vital for Meles’ accession to the helm of the TPLF. The side he chose at the climax
of the fallout between Meles and Seye Abraha et al was no less crucial for the final outcome.
Sebaht has chosen to leave TPLF’s politburo but remains a member of the CC. But both count
for much less since the departure of Seys Abraha et al, his continued influence has more to do
with his access and the propensity of Meles to listen to him. Most pundits are puzzled about his
stance on the succession issue, but almost all agree that the side he chooses will be considerably

emboldened.

The surprise of the last few years has been the performance of the OPDO chairman, Abadula
Gemeda, whose dubious ethnicity, embarrassing weight problem and a somewhat comical
intellectual pretension (he has written a book) has made him a favored subject of the city’s
political jokes. However, his management of the vast Oromo region, which is larger than many
African countries, and the relatively restive OPDO has won him high marks both inside and

outside the EPRDF. But few believe that this has propelled him in to a serious contender for
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Meles’ seat. Whether he will surprise again is an open question, particularly since no one

contends that he has counted himself out.

So though the EPRDF enters this election season confident that its victory is assured, it is less
united than it has ever been in its history. How the opposition utilizes the fault lines in the

EPRDEF to their advantage will test the acumen of their best leaders.

35. Letter from Ethiopia:Election 2010 overview - Part I1
By Eskinder Nega, February 27th, 2010

The opposition in election 2010

Ask me what the distinctive trait of the opposition is in this year’s election apart from the
provocative imprisonment of Birtukan Mideksa, and my response would not be amidst the
proverbial list: weak organization, lack of preparedness, appallingly low finance (pundits
estimate that only slightly over half a million US dollars is available to the entire opposition this
election season, excluding the miserly electoral board finance) and an assortment of other
secondary factors. We know from the 2005 elections that these are handicaps that could be
overcome in the space of a few short months. But that did not happen by chance, it took the
combination of a public predisposed to change; the excitement generated by CUD’s leaders,
primarily by Birhanu Nega and Lidetu Ayalew, both of whom are for very different reasons no
longer part of the opposition contesting in this election; and what is distinctively missing this

year: the will to win.

It has been said copiously that the prime culprit for the pessimism that has overwhelmed the
opposition’s will to win lies squarely in the fold of repeated fallouts between CUD’s leaders:
first, between the AEUP and UDJ; and later, quite shockingly, between Professor Mesfin Welde-
Mariam and UDJ’s leadership; and no less, the loss of Birhanu Nega to the legal opposition, the

one person that had transformative effect on politics in 2005.
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All too true, but less deliberated upon, though of no less significance, is how the conviction of
most opposition leaders that the CUD’s choice in 2005 to boycott parliament was wrong has

influenced this year’s elections.

Their argument is that the CUD should have accepted the final tally and moved on as an
acknowledgment, on the one hand, to the undeniable progress the opposition had unexpectedly
made, which it should have consolidated and built on for the 2010 elections; and on the other, to
the stubborn determination of the EPRDF not to hand over power, which the opposition had no

prospect of changing either by force or persuasion

Whatever the merits of their conviction, its effect on this year’s election is palpable in so far as it
has shifted the opposition’s strategy from winning to that of securing as many seats as possible;
and subsequently, to joining parliament to prepare for the next battle five years hence. Barring
the unlikely rise of unforeseen circumstances, expect not a repeat of the 2005 elections driven by

an opposition and press intent on making history.

But this is not to say that this election is absolutely devoid of excitement. Nothing could be
further from the truth. Take as an example the emergence of this year’s most exciting political
personality, Seye Abraha, and his decision to contest the election in Tigray. Herein lies not only
the question of a free and fair election, but what an incensed TPLF leadership under Meles
Zenawi is accusing Seye of fermenting: latent Tigarayan regionalism that threatens the cohesion

of the entire Tigrayan national movement; in other words, the unity of the TPLF.

Hardly an accusation that matters the most to Seye now that he has turned his back on ethnic
politics, but from the perspective of the TPLF leadership a battle they can not afford to lose.
Exactly the setting for an epic political battle, if only Seye was backed by a functional party
machine in Temben (where he will run), reasonable finance and a sympathetic press to relay his
message. But all these are absent and this will have to be the mother of all David and Goliath
battles; which will make it one of most watched election spots this year. And if in this specter
too, David is to prevail over Goliath, the history of the TPLF will only be repeated; whose own
crusade against the Derg mirrors the essence of the legend. But come what may in the election,

Seye’s challenge of the TPLF in Temben has inadvertently highlighted the question of Adwan
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dominance; an issue that will ultimately have to be dealt with politically, unlike the tendency so

far to dismiss it on grounds of conspiracies against Tigrayan unity.

But for now, the issue of Tigrayan unity is a powerful weapon that works in favor of the TPLF;
and it will be interesting to see how Seye, with 35 years of political experience behind him, will

tackle it.

If he chooses to ignore it, he will do so at his own peril. I for one believe that the most important
speech of his political career will have to address this issue, with the whole of Tigray—indeed,
the whole nation—tuned in.(He can use the air time allotted to the opposition on state radio an

television.)

Seye’s impact on UDJ is also worthy of note. He joined it at a critical moment, when the party
was for all practical purposes parlayzed, and his healthy self confidence, recognition of the value
of team work (an attribute of TPLF leaders in general) has boosted moral both in the leadership
and rank and file. Seye has spread his intensity and desire to see at least some result from this
election to others, and I can’t imagine UDIJ in its relatively robust standing these days without

him.

There are other interesting contests around Tigray, too; Meles Zenawi, for example, is facing his
party’s most famous female fighter, Aregash Adane, whose legendary courage is striking in that it
still remains undiminished. Few expect an upset, but the power of Aregash’s personal odyssey
will endure long after this election is over. But the absence of former TPLF heavyweights like
Tewede Wolde- Mariam and Alemseged Gebre-Amlak is probably a sign that a more serious

challenge to the TPLF’s hegemony may be five years in the future.

The elections elsewhere are less thrilling, perhaps with the exception of what many say is
unlikely now: the faceoff between Lidetu Ayalew, a.k.a. Kidetu, and Bereket Simon, who insists
that only his mother is Eritrean, in Bugena, Lasta. Lidetu, shrewd as ever, has calculated quite
rightly that he has no prospect in Addis and has opted for a try in his home town. (Bereket, on
the other hand, according to the rumor in Addis, is to shift to Gonder, where he was born; and, he
insists, where his father is from. But this is not confirmed yet. We will have to wait for the

official announcement of the candidates to see if it’s indeed true. But don’t be surprised if the
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EPRDF moves to save one its most valuable assets. Lidetu is maliciously inclined against the

entire opposition and would rather see the EPRDF win rather than any of its opponents.)

In Addis Ababa, Engineer Hailu Shawel is to face Dr. Hailu Araya of Medrek in Wereda 23,
where Hailu had won with an overwhelming majority in 2005. A split of the opposition vote is
unavoidable, but if the crack will be large enough to enable the EPRDF to squeeze through with

a third of the vote (the maximum it could reasonably expect in Addis) is an open question.

36. Letter from Ethiopia: Election 2010 Overview - Part I11
By Eskinder Nega, March 5th, 2010

The Voter and “the Birtukan factor”

Here is the election form hell for the modern western pundit, journalist, commentator, politician
and voter: an election without pre-election polling. Almost always haltheartedly dismissed by
politicians, religiously studied by pundits and cited much too often by journalists, pre election
polls gauge how voters are reacting to political parties and candidates in campaigns and what
issues are important to them. Ever since the 1945 British elections, when the newly established
subsidiary of Gallup accurately predicted a surprise Labor win over war-hero Winston Churchill,
they have been generally accurate and indispensable .In short, no modern election should be
without them. They are a legitimate and important source of information to voters, politicians,

pundits and journalists alike.

But unlike the exhilarating 2005 elections, when the free press experimented with ingenuous
polling, this year’s election, in perfect sync with its impassive tone (thanks to the election code
of conduct, state media tells us) has yet to see its first poll. One reason is of course the absence of
firms that are capable of neutral scientific polls, but a second, much more important— and
menacing— threat has more to do with its total absence: the recognition by the EPRDF that polls
conducted as an election proceeds work in favor of the party in lead, generating momentum and

jolting the vote of its supporters to a new level of consequence. This is no mere paranoia. Polls
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had boosted the moral of the opposition in 2005; and in a first for the EPRDF (the TPLF in
particular) ,had badly demoralized its supporters.

Though we do not have polls to show us the preferences, leanings, differences and concerns of
the Ethiopian voter, that does not necessarily preclude the mapping of voting patterns based on

precedent, gender, ethnicity, income, etc; which are more often than not accurate.

The average Ethiopian voter is young; around 50 % of the electorate is under 30. The 18 to 24
age group by itself is more than 10 % of the voting public; but this is hardly surprising for a
country whose median age is 17 barely years. It is the under 30 age group, conspicuously those
between 15 and 25, that protested the election results in the streets in late 2005; and if there are
to be street protests again this year, which is unlikely but not impossible, it will be this group
again that will battle against the security forces. It is also the group that the EPRDF has invested
most heavily on for the past four years; by and large through training schemes and public works
programs. In addition to a newly constituted youth wing of the EPRDF, a youth organization
funded Ethio- Saudi billionaire Al-Amoudin had been created to stir this group away from the
opposition after the post-election riots; though its efforts have been hopelessly compromised by a
series of debilitating scandals. Fortunately for the EPRDF , however, unlike 2005, when the
urban youth openly identified with the CUD, that enthusiasm for party affiliation is visibly
absent this year; the lack of patience for deciphering the complexities that led to the fallout
between CUD leaders even more pronounced. But this is a volatile group, there is no certainty
with it, and EPRDF has organized an elite strike force tasked to make sure, in the event of

protests, that its control of the streets will be shorter than it was in 2005.

The great hyped hope of the EPRDF in Addis Ababa, which will inevitably be closely monitored
by international observers, is the women vote this year. Kebele cadres have been instructed to do
everything to sway them, and many of them are opting for a career boost by delivering them..
Women are supposedly not paying much attention to the campaign, are less disenchanted than
men, and are most likely undecided about whom to vote for. They are in effect the swing vote. It
is also counting on between a fourth and a third of the city’s vote (calculating on the basis of the
2000 and 2005 election results), who will predictably come out in full force to vote come

election day. This is the only section of the voting public that is thrilled about the election
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(EPRDF’s win is after all assured at the national level), is confident of its choice and is decidedly

motivated by the opposition’s disarray.

EPRDEF’s calculation is that with a split opposition, some of the women vote that went to the

opposition in 2005, and a third of the vote that could be counted on, it will be viable in Addis.

But in all likelihood, the EPRDF is posed to lose the women vote in Addis because of what could
be called “the Birtukan factor”. Many women speak sympathetically about the plight of Bitukan
Medeksa, the imprisoned leader of UDJ, and most pundits are convinced that many more (men
as well women) will vote for her party as a gesture of empathy and solidarity. Neither have
empirical researches shown that women voters are any more politically ignorant than their male
counterparts. Ignorance of detailed political issues is a feature of the electorate in general, with
no great gender bias. The bulk of the Ethiopian public usually benignly abstains from closely
tracking political issues, and is content to respond to cues issued by political activists. (And I fear

that this true of the Diaspora, too)

The fancy strategies of the EPRDF notwithstanding, Addis Ababa will not vote for the EPRDF;
however uninspired voters may end up being by the opposition. (The opposition may yet inspire,
by the way. Two and half months are a long, long time in politics.)Merkato, the city’s business
hub, in particular, is more, not less, anti-EPRDF, than it was in 2005.This is the section of the
city that was brutally suppressed during the street protests in 2005, and the pain and bitterness

still lingers.

EPRDF remains unpopular in the other major urban areas, too;the sympathy for Birtukan no less.
But the EPRDF is not expected to concede all of them to the opposition as it did in 2005.Expect

them to be the epicenters of controversy in the post-election period.

An astounding 85 % of the Ethiopian voter is rural based. This means roughly 25 million people
this year, spread out over 1, 000, 000 sq. km; where every 50 households are now being
monitored by new sub-level party and government structures set up after the 2005 election. (In
an American or European context, this is equivalent to installing security cameras at every corner
in the neighborhood for political surveillance.) Opposition presence had always been weak in the
countryside, but their almost total absence so far, less than 90 days before election day, is truly

disquieting.

125



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

Given the choice, rural voters will overwhelmingly turn against the EPRDF; who, from the
perspective of the average farmer, has accomplished what everyone thought impossible: to be

more intrusive in a farmer’s life than even the Derg.

Who then, entangled in such a life, would not crave his freedom

37. Letter form Ethiopia: Election Overview - Part IV
By Eskinder Nega, March 19th, 2010

The Americans, the British and the 2010 elections

The US Embassy in Addis is adrift these days. Moral is down; interagency tension evident
(between the State Dept and the Intelligence and Defense duo); leadership, both from
Washington and within the embassy itself, plainly lacking; the resultant malice, therefore, a

surprise only to few.

Not only have the Embassy’s three top officials been in the country for less than a year, but
rather revealingly of the times, are unfamiliar with the intricacies of Ethiopia’s Byzantine history

and politics, their area of expertise and interest laying squarely elsewhere.

The Embassy’s top official, John Yates, who assumed the duties of Charge D’Affaires at the
beginning of this year, is a likable former career diplomat (he retired in 2002 after several
postings as Ambassador), whose academic achievements from the prestigious Fletcher School at
Tufts University is impressive, but is at that stage in his life where cultivating expertise and
passion for a new country is just not possible. But he is a Somalia expert, whose assignment in

Ethiopia positions him to still dabble, if only at the periphery, in his area of interest.

The Embassy’s Deputy Chief of Mission, Tulinabo Mushingi, an African American alumni of
Howard University in DC, is firmly and comfortably entrenched in the administrative track of

the Foreign Service; where he is expected to be at his best in Ethiopia, too.
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The Embassy’s new third ranking official, Political and Economic Counselor Kirk McBride,
replaced Michael Gonzales; who is still at the embassy, at the much lower ranking position of
Information Officer and Spokesman, after being demoted by Jendayi Frazer, the Bush

administration’s Assistant Secretary of State for Africa.

Gonzales, whose calm exterior masks an intense belief that American foreign policy should
overtly promote the core values of American democracy, irked the sensitivities of the much more
forceful and well connected Frazer(a rare friend of two antagonist camps: the Rice and
Rumsfield groupings) by criticizing (internally) what he appraised to be a lopsided policy
towards Ethiopia . Perhaps a bit petrified but certainly not dissuaded when he lost the debate,
Gonzales defiantly filed for a continuation of his duties in Ethiopia ; which was not only curtly
rejected by Frazer but was also capped with a demotion to his current position. Gonzales is now
on his way to Zimbabwe as a Political and Economic Counselor, a restitution to his former

position but it will be some time before he forgets Jendayi Frazer.

Things were different when Donald Yamamato was in Addis Ababa. He was the envy of many
Ambassadors for his weekly power breakfasts with PM Meles Zenawi, akin to the traditional
weekly lunches between an American President and his Vice President. That gave him
unprecedented access, but he constantly complained about his lack of influence over Meles;
perhaps to protect him from criticism that the arrangement symbolized a co-partnership of the
Americans and the EPRDF in running the country. But Yamamato’s departure is subject to much
speculation, as his current position, that of Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary for Africa, does
not require a Senate confirmation, unlike his previous Ambassadorial position; raising the

question of whether he, too, has been demoted.

By the reckoning of a credible source, the top Obama official intimately involved in running
policy towards Ethiopia is Karl Wycoff, a career diplomat and currently one of three Deputy
Assistant Secretaries for Africa; who, ever the cautious civil servant, is averse at rocking the
boat; which has essentially meant a continuation of Bush administration policies well after a year
in to the Obama administration. When he came to Addis Ababa to talk with Meles, he left
without giving a press conference, as did his immediate boss, Johnnie Carson; because, so say
pundits, both would have been at a loss to defend the continuation of Bush administration

policies.
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The Ambassador designate to Ethiopia, Donald E. Booth, is not expected to make it to Addis
before the elections; but even if he does, and assuming that he favors a change of course, will not

have enough time to fundamentally influence policy towards this year’s elections.

The British, on the other hand, are hyper actively engaged, perhaps a bit too ambitiously vying to
step in to the vacuum created by American inertia; but they have yet to be taken seriously by an
opposition that is convinced that only the US has serious clout with the EPRDF. Two of this
election season’s notorious anonymous statements to Reuters; the first, which underplayed the
significance of Birtukan’s imprisonment by asserting that aid policy will not be tied to the fate of
one individual; and the second, which revealed an alleged preference for Meles Zenawi over the
opposition by Western countries, is generally credited to the British Embassy, and more
specifically to one of its younger diplomats, Gavin Cook, by knowledgeable sources. But
Baroness Kinnock, UK’s Minister of State for Africa , obviously has other ideas, which she
eloquently articulated in a press statement that triggered an immediate response from the

Ethiopian government.

The government’s response, most probably penned by Patrick Gilkes, a British historian credited
with a respected book on Ethiopia, but now a rather unabashed intellectual mercenary in league
with despotism, accused the Baroness of being an Eritrean stooge; and in crudely undiplomatic

words summed up its response by telling her to “take a hike to Lima Limo(Gonder)”

The harshness of the response has no doubt been bolstered by the expectation of a Labor defeat
in the upcoming British elections, and the certainty that a last minute reversal of policy by an out
going government is untenable; whatever the intentions of the Baroness might be.The public
posturing of the EPRDF aside, however, foreign aid is detrimental to Ethiopia’s macro-economic
stability, and the British contribution is an important, if not indispensable, component.
Confronting a British government mandated to govern a full term will have dire consequences

for the EPRDF; rest assured that it will tone down its rhetoric after the British elections.

Why Westerners in general, but the British in particular, continue to insist on giving huge
amounts of aid to Ethiopia despite the outstanding authoritarian credentials of the EPRDF could
best be illustrated by an old story, here recounted by Jacob Akol in the July 2004 issue of New

African:
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A Minister of Transport from a corrupt African country and a Minister of Transport from a
corrupt European country got to know each other very well. The European entertained the
African at his lavishly furnished villa on a hill overlooking the capital and the beach. “How can
you, a mere Minister, afford such luxury in a relatively poor European country?” asked the

African in amazement.

“Simple,” replied the European “Come over here and let me show you something.” He led his

guest to a wide window overlooking the countryside around the city.
“Do you see those motorways down there?”

“Yes, yes,” said the African, “I see them wide and beautiful; but what have they got to do with

your villa?”

“Ten per cent,” said the European with the smile of a man satisfied with his craftiness, and

turned away from the window back to the luxury of his lounge.

A few month after the African’s visit, the European lost his job and went to prison for taking “10
per cent” off contract awarded by his Ministry. Many years later, when he had become relatively
poor, the African was not only still doing his old job but had become notoriously rich. The
European decided to pay him a visit and he was not disappointed as he was greeted at the door

by his old friend with a glass of the best champagne, imported of course from Europe.

With open mouth and popping eyes, the European surveyed his surroundings with amazement.
The African watched the European with a smile hovering over his lips. He knew the question
was coming, slowly but surely. But the European was struck dumb by the affluence of the
African and he was quiet for a long while he went from room to room, sipping the champagne
absentmindedly. At last, he breathed: “I can’t imagine how you come about such wealth in a dirt
poor country like yours! What is the secret?” “Come here,” said the African, leading his guest to
a balcony overlooking the countryside around the city: “ Do you see those motorways down

there?”

Look as hard as he could, the European could see nothing resembling anything that could be

called a motorway. “ I see nothing,” he said at last, “those are dust tracks!”
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“ Precisely,” said the African, “one hundred per cent!”
“Of course!” said the European, “how else? Only in Aftrica !”(The End)

Of course it’s not only 10 percent in Ethiopia. Everyone knows that. But at least, insist
Westerners, its better than elsewhere in the continent. But what is left unsaid is that much of
Africa has changed for the better over the past two decades. The time to challenge the cliché is

long over due.

Tidbit:

News from Ethiopia.

The Red Terror Memorial

The Red Terror memorial finally opened its door to the public last week, over fifteen years after
its inception. The museum, the second of its kind in Africa, after the one in Rwanda, shocked its
visitors by devoting at least a fourth of its space to a pictorial exhibition about the “tyranny of
Haile Selassie”. Mengistu Neway, Tilahun Gizaw, Waleleign Mekonen, the 1974 famine, Haile
Selassie’s birthday amongst others were all absurdly deemed fit for prominent display in a
museum specifically set up for the victims of Red Terror. But no where was there mention of the
cruel end of Haile Selassie at the hands of his murderers, the very architects and executors of

Red Terror.

Asked by this writer what Haile Selassie had to do with the extra-judicial killings of the Derg
regime, a dumbfounded tour guide was unable to offer an explanation. This rare museum, which
has displayed the skeletons of Red Terror ictims recovered from mass graves in Addis, is
expected to be a major tourist stop; as well as a must see for high school tudents from around the

country. What right does it have to misrepresent history to them?
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38. Message to Medrek: Boycott Parliament
By Eskinder Nega, June 25th, 2010

Barley a month after the nonsensical 99 % “win” by the EPRDF in this year’s election, gloom

has set in stalwartly even in the midst EPRDF’s happy-go-lucky adherents.

The extremist’s dependably silly proclivity for melodrama is also considerably diminished.
(EPRDF extremists constitute an amorphous entity unofficially steered by Berekt Simon.) And
with federal police and kebele officials shamefully avoiding eye contact with Addis residents, the
distressing impact of the election’s “results” seem to be more perceptible on EPRDF’s grassroots
than either the opposition or the general public. “This is the first election that has delegitimized
the EPRDF in the eyes of its grassroots members,” says a pundit. “No one is really trying to
defend it. This is a significant and unforeseen development.” And with Ambassadorships around
the world, as opposed to cabinet positions, transformed in to the most coveted postings for senior
government and party leaders, the potency of the EPRDF, as many of its critics keenly contnd
with increasing intensity, seem to be no more the eternal disarray of opposition groups. Alas, the
morale of the opposition is in no superior standing; but at least they affably concede to that
much. But the election “result” has triggered the underlying covet for change within the public—

as many in the EPRDF feared and many in the opposition had yearned.

Take the case of Asefa ; a high school teacher in Addis. In his mid-30s, married and with one
child, he struggles to support his family in a city ravaged by years of double digit inflation. He
voted for CUD in 2005, his first vote in his lifetime. “I really thought they were going to win,”
he says glumly. He settled on looking fretfully from the sidelines this year, convinced that the
weakened opposition had no chance against the might (“for rigging,” he says) of the EPRDF. But
as he sat in front of his 14 inch color TV a day after Election Day and listened to “the sweeping
wins by the EPRDF”, regret about his failure to vote overwhelmed him. “It would have
personalized the insult,” he says, perhaps echoing the sentiment of millions of voters who feel
that their individual votes that have been squandered. What should the opposition do, I ask him.
“They ought to call a rally,” he answers. But he envisages less people turning out than in 2005,
when record number of people came out to shore up the opposition at Meskel square. “But more

people will show up than the tens of thousands that turned out for the EPRDF last month,” he

131



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

added emphatically. And his thoughts on what Medrek should do with its one seat in parliament?
“They must boycott parliament. Most of my colleagues and friends feel the same way.” He
was—and still is— against a similar decision by the CUD in 2005, arguing that the gains were too

significant historically to be nonchalantly cast aside.

But Girma Seifu, who won the opposition’s only seat in Merkato, hub of anti-EPRDF emotion
and Addis’ business nucleus, has dismissed the prospect of a boycott in rather harsh words. “Our
party’s commitment to engage the political process is not contingent on the number of seats
won,” he said to local media. “The people who pushed us towards parliamentary boycott in 2005
are responsible for the subsequent mayhem that damaged our party. My joining parliament is not
subject to negotiation.” But Dr Negaso Gidada refused to rule out a boycott. “It’s up to the party
to decide,” he said prudently. Girma went on to relent a bit in due course, no doubt tempered by
the chilly reaction of party activists, and now insists that he will join parliament only if the

amount of time allotted to him to speak is reasonable.

Fired with the intriguing possibility of parliamentary boycott, I pursued the idea with scores of
Addis residents. Ahmed, a 21 year old college student who aspires to be a politician someday,
cast his first vote for Medrek this year. “I did it for Birtukan,” he says. There was some talk of
protests on campus after the results were announced, he said. But the pressure of the approaching
exams prevailed. Would he support a parliamentary boycott by Mederk? He is not sure. But with
startling sophistication he explores both possibilities with me. And finally, he settles on boycott.
“A complete absence of the opposition best highlights the narrowed political space,” he
reasoned. Promising to discuss it further with his friends, he leaves somewhat energized by our

chat. Three days later he calls: “Boycott wins. It’s 5 to 2.”

The enthusiasm for joining parliament amongst the youth is appreciably lower in Merkato, with
many still speaking heatedly of the post election riots in 2005. “My child is not only dead, but he
has been called a bank robber by the government,” said one mother I met in her one room home
in Merkato, tears swelling in her eyes. “God will not take me before I see the day his name
cleared.” The two young men who arranged the meeting nodded solemnly. Shocked by her
unyielding trauma almost five years after the death of her child, I leave hastily without asking the
questions I had gone to ask. Both young men were in 10th grade in 2005, too young to vote. One

voted this year. “I told him it was a complete waste of time,” said the one who did not vote as we
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sipped coffee in a neighborhood café. But both agreed that Medrek should boycott parliament

when I raised the issue with them. “What could they do with one vote?” they ask.

A medical doctor who voted for Medrek is bolder: “Being part of a deceit will make an
accomplice out of them.” But what should take precedence, I ask him: the conscience of Girma
or the decision of the party, if Medrek is to settle on boycott but Girma remains unconvinced and
still believes otherwise. For the liberal democrat conscience has precedence, he responds
musingly. “Only for authoritarians is the party line more important than the conscience of the

individual.”

But the issue Girma has to grapple with is much more complex than mere choice between
conscience and the party line—if it comes to that eventuality. Indeed, his jibe at the leaders of
CUD who were strong proponents of a boycott in 2005 reveal of a perception of politics as —in
line with a popular dictum—*“an art of the possible”, change coming only incrementally. The
rival notion of politics, which tender stirring political parties and leaders as catalysts to overcome
tyranny, is discredited as far as he is concerned. But no less significantly, this is his rendezvous
with destiny. He has been abruptly catapulted from political obscurity. The next five years offer
him an opportunity to construct a distinctive political identity for himself. This opening will not
come again. Such thoughts will dominate his thinking in the coming months, and in fairness,
particularly by the dismal moral standard of our times, one can only empathize with the impasse

he will be entangled in if his personal interests collide with that of the party.

Medrek’s interest, on the other hand, is crystal clear. Clearly the majority of its supporters |
spoke to want it to boycott parliament. Granted that this is no scientific survey and that serious
political parties do not always accede to public opinion, the alternative is no more than the
legitimatization of the status-quo and the continued momentum of a one party state in the
making. A viable opposition in the context of Ethiopia’s objective condition can not limit itself
to mere electoral engagement, as is the «case in normal democracies. It
must out of necessity become an object of peaceful societal transformation, an agent of peaceful

change. To be such a party Medrek must boycott the parliament.
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39. Response to Meles Zenawi

By Eskinder Nega, May 28th, 2010

Imprinted in popular imagination is the image of Meles Zenawi quivering, focused; and clearly
at one of his heights of oratory as he ranted against the Algiers Technical Arrangement in one of

his most—he has several— press conferences.

“We will not relent until Shabiya(the Eritrean government) leaves our land without any
precondition. No negotiation before then. We reject the Technical Arrangement put forth by the

international community to avert war.”

Later, when his party’s leadership imploded, which pitted the core senior leadership against him,
his ardent allies came to his defense by citing his brilliant performance at the press conference
depicted above. “It tipped the balance of public opinion in favor of the war,” they said, refuting

his opponents charge that he is intuitively inclined against patriotism.

What his defenders did not say, but which he was to admit at a future date, was that he did not
believe in what he had said. He was on the record (secretly) in support of the Technical
Arrangement. He was in effect lying when he passionately raged against it at the press
conference. Of course, his narrative is slightly different, insisting that he did it as a “disciplined
solider” of his party; since his duty is to express his party’s, not his, perspective. That may very
well be true; at least from the perspective of his Leninist roots. But what has lingered in the back
of the public’s mind ever since has been the passion with which he spoke in favor of something

he did not believe in—the power of his pretense.

Meles is unquestionably an intelligent man. It is unfathomable for anyone to seriously ponder
whether he actually believes that the credibility of Ethiopia’s electoral process hangs only on the
process and not the outcome—though admittedly that is the case in some other countries. The
dynamics of Ethiopia’s history, and not merely its distant era but no less its violence ridden
recent past, is dead against the one party dominated democracy in ethnically and religiously
homogenous Japan that Meles oft cites to rationalize the dominance of his party. Or is Meles
convinced, as Francis Fukuyama was immediately after the fall of the Berlin Wall, that history

has ended with the triumph of the EPRDF ,and historical cleavages do not matter any more? That
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they have—to borrow a renowned Marxist phrase—withered away, paving the way for one party

to garner 99% of parliamentary seats in multi-ethnic and multi religious Ethiopia?

Very unlikely. Perhaps some in his party’s top leadership may think so; but not sophisticated
Meles. He is far too smart, far too well read; and more notably, far too cynical. The Meles
Zenawi that was citing Japan and Sweden to journalists on Wednesday in support of his party’s
outrageous margin of victory is the same Meles that years ago publicly tore apart the merits of
the Technical Arrangement that he cherished in secret. The only difference is that his power of
speech is somewhat diminished this time. Asked by a journalist how he feels about the absence
of the opposition in parliament, he replied offthandedly, unable to find words for the lengthy
rhetoric that he is fond of : ““ I feel nothing”

But feel he does, as was evident when he responded to another journalist who had queried about
an election related issue. “ We thought we would get anything between 50 and 75 % of the vote,”
he said, with a tone that was less sure and firm than usual. “We neither projected nor expected to
get 99%,” he added, almost thinking out aloud about his overzealous cadres, who have now
pushed him beyond the pale in the international arena; where he was until Monday—the day the

“election results” were announced—a rising star.

And for the first time in two decades it seems that his relationship with one of the powerful
actors in the international arena, the Americans, is poised to suffer—though it is not clear to what
extent. Meles thinks he has the edge, though. “Ours is a two way relationship,” he said at
Wednesday’s press conference, confident as ever. “ Our relationship is not reliant on the interest
of only one party.” But he may be overestimating how much the Americans continue to value the
information they acquire about Somalia from his—in the words of the Economist magazine—
“bare knuckled security.” Johnnie Carson, for example, the low key Assistant Secretary of State
for Africa, acknowledged that the election was “calm and peaceful”, but used
uncharacteristically strong words to highlight his government’s displeasure: “We note with some
degree of remorse that the election were not up to international standards.” The State Department
was even bolder: “Steps to be taken to level the playing field( for the opposition) will influence
the future direction of U.S.- Ethiopian relations.” Not exactly the words of a party that is worried
about the effects of a severed relationship. But Meles promised “not to grovel to get aid” on

Wednesday; a message he delivered in exactly the same words to the EU, too.
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“Our understanding was that EU Observers were here to report only on the raw facts of the
election, which they did well,” said Meles to an Ethiopia journalist who asked about the
observers’ preliminary report. “But like we feared they have transgressed their mandate, and are
dabbling in politics.” And he went on to speculate about the mission’s motive. “They are trying
to create room for political meddling in the future,” he said conspiratorially. Nonetheless, he is
confident that his relationship with the EU, which, contrary to the precedent set over the past six
decades all over Africa, believes that aid is crucial in reducing poverty, as opposed to rapid
economic development, will not suffer. “The EU Foreign Minister has sent us a message, and she
assures us the relationship will continue,” said Meles. Which way the relationship goes,
however, is also reliant on how the opposition is perceived, say diplomats. “A strong and viable

opposition is a strong incentive for us to consider change,” said one of them to me.

Meles’ legendary temper, while mostly subdued on Wednesday, flared briefly, ignited by a
question about Anna Gomez, EU’s chief observer in the 2005 elections. “( Berman) and Anna
Gomez are fundamentally different. Anna Gomez is a lair. I have some respect for this year’s
observers. | have absolutely no respect for her,” he lashed out at her, his voiced slightly raised. *
She is now openly advocating armed struggle as the only viable means to bring change to

Ethiopia. She has become a war-monger.” Needless to say, a charge that is utterly fallacious.

Little noticed, but of significance, was the question he was asked about the opposition’s alleged
result in Tigary. “They got more than I expected,” he said, no doubt a bit petrified. The non-
EPRDF vote, allegedly about 17,000 out of a total of 116,000 in the preliminary results, is
proportionately more than the opposition’s alleged results in Oromia and Amhara. Perhaps the
clearest message form the electorate—suppressed though it is—that EPRDF’S hegemony is

resented; and menacingly, brewing just below the surface.

But the bombshell of the press conference was to come when he was asked if he foresees the day
when the EPRDF becomes an opposition party in his lifetime. ( He is in his mid 50s, and expects
to live several decades more.) “ I can’t be sure,” he said, calmly and seriously. I will spare you
the absurd rhetoric that ensued. And here is where I think a citizen’s response to Meles, from me,
one of tens of millions of Ethiopians who aspire to nothing more than see the day when our votes
will not be stolen in our lifetime, is warranted: You will be mightily surprised in your lifetime,

Sir!!! Mark my words!!!
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40. Beyene Petros, Professor Mesfin W/Mariam and election 2010
By Eskinder Nega, April 30th, 2010

Many political leaders, big and small, have come and gone over the past two decades.

Few have remained a permanent fixture though, firmly placed in public consciousness as
embodiments of the post-Derg years. Seyoum Mesfin, Ethiopia’s Foreign Minister now for an
unprecedented 18 years and still counting; Bereket Simon, the acclaimed Godfather of EPRDF’s
malice; Professor Mesfin WeldeMariam, high profile human rights activist-cum- controversial
opposition politician; Haile GebreSelassie, an inspiring gold medalist turned successful business
man have endured prominently in the spot light through the years.(This list excludes artists,
about whom I confess almost complete ignorance; but which is not so with the public.) But there
are two more public personalities whose name recognition looms even higher amongst rural and
city folks alike, sustained by their consistent presence on state media over the years: Meles
Zenawi, PM and leader of the EPRDF; and Beyene Petros, the only opposition figure who has
been a Parliamentarian since the first days of the Transitional Government, established a mere

month after the downfall of the Derg almost nineteen years ago.

Beyene was a content scientist in May 1991 when leaders of the EPRDF triumphantly led their
army—much of it mobilized in the last 24 months of the conflict— in to Addis. He was
reluctantly piloted in to the political arena by his ethnic kin, who insisted that he represent them
in the national conference scheduled for June 1991; from which the Transitional Government
was to emerge. His first year in politics was uneventful by the standard of subsequent years,
though perhaps the best in his political career so far, having served in both the legislative and
executive branches of government as a Parliamentarian and Vice Minister of Education. The
withdrawal of the OLF from the Transitional Government was to end that honeymoon ; with an
enraged Meles, responding to Beyene in parliament, once blurting “ I was not voted for(to be in
parliament) because of my good looks”; a sarcastic allusion to the upper class persona of
Beyene.(He hails form a humble background in actual fact.) But not even Meles, who is serene
and calm at one moment and explosive and enraged the next, has ever accused him of wavering

from the legal framework; Beyene being the one reliable politician, by universal consensus, that
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sincerely abhors any prospect of violence. “He has been called a wimp for his commitment to

non-violence,’ says a pundit.

It is with these particulars in mind that the public and pundits alike received news of his alleged
incitement to violence with utter disbelief. “Overthrowing a government that fails to keep its
promise to the people is not new; as it happens in different parts of the world. In fact it won’t last
five years,” said Professor Beyene Petros at a public meeting held in Addis last Sunday,
thundered a press release from the EPRDF on Monday. “Such statement is against the
constitution, and is subtlety intended to provoke violence.” But the EPRDF did not stop there, as
it would have been expected to do so at this point in the election season. “No party must expect
to instigate violence and expect to operate within the legal framework at the same time. We call
upon the NBEE to take measures against such anti-peace statements,” summed up the EPRDF.
Beyene responded by insisting that all his remarks strictly adhere to the standards set by the
constitution. ““ I spoke of a public that votes in to and votes out of power, all through the ballot
box. And that is mandated by the constitution. There was no incitement to violence,” said he to

local media.

Since no one else, including the EPRDF, really suspect otherwise, the question that pundits are
asking is: Why is the EPRDF rocking the boat when almost all things appear to be going its way?
Of course there are still the minor tremors that it handles as a matter of routine. But that is to be
expected. Consider, for example, these three minor tremors. The first: a report by Reuters, filed
by its Addis based correspondent, Barry Malone, while on a trip to Nairobi, of an opposition
member allegedly killed last week, this time in Oromia; citing Medrek as its source. Berket
Simon responded with indignant fury, temporarily blocking Barry’s return to Addis. “Check with
us before you (foreign correspondents) file a story,” instructed Berket’s office after refuting
Medrek’s statement. But in the fast paced world of international news, securing the
government’s prompt reply remains as allusive as ever. Both sides expect trouble as the election
and its aftermath unfolds; with an expulsion or two in the event of street protests. And second: an
IMF report that projected Ethiopia’s growth this year at only 4.6 percent, much lower than the
double digit growth that the EPRDF has packaged its election campaign around. But a media
monopoly (Ethiopia’s small private press has so far remained irrelevant) ensures that the
majority will not hear from the IMF. Finally, and more seriously, a bomb blast in Adi Daero,

Tigray, killed 5 people and injured 20 others on Saturday; days after EPRDF supported rebels
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attacked a military camp inside Eritrea. “The Eritrean government is clearly behind it,” said an
Ethiopian government statement a day later; and now popular sentiment in Tigray is growing for
a military strike against Eritrea. “There is widespread belief that Meles habitually treats Shabiya
with kid’s gloves. May be this will be the catalyst that will drive many voters in to the arms of
Arena (Gebru’s party),” says a pundit. Such calculation on the part of the EPRDF leadership at
the height of the election season could endanger the uneasy peace at the Ethio- Eritrean border.
“I don’t think there will be war. But an Ethiopian response of some sort is inevitable after the

eletions,” said a Western diplomat upon my inquiry.

Thus all three events were of manageable proportions that did not risk to derail the elections
form its almost scripted course. But there is an unpublicsized element in EPRDF’s calculation
that is clearly troubling it. “Their obsession with street protests borders on paranoia,” says an
opposition leader “But they know that we are in no position to go down that road.” But scores of
pundits cite the lessons of history and acknowledge the reason behind EPRDF’s unease. “The
street protests of 1972 and 2005 were not instigated by political groups,”says a pundit, “It could
happen all over again. And they know that.”

However, with the disarray in the opposition increasingly dominating the news, the prospect of
mass street protest is diminishing if not disappearing. Disappointment and anger is rife amidst
the public after a faction of UDJ, the party of Birtukan Medeksa, upped its challenge against the
legal leadership of the party this week by instigating a brawl at the party’s head office in Addis.
“Their timing is terrible. They could have waited until the elections are over,” says a prominent
member of the opposition. “At stake is the image of not only UDJ but the entire opposition.” The
faction convened what it said was a congress/convention of UDJ two weeks ago and elected
Professor Mesfin WeldeMariam to the position of First Deputy President. A ten point statement
released after the meeting declared the suspension of UDJ’s leadership, which includes Seye
Abraha and Negasso Giddaa,; upheld the party’s original program; and refuted the rational for
UDJ’s membership in Medrek. Proceedings of the meeting has already been submitted to the
electoral board, which registers political parties, according to sources; raising the prospect of an
awkward legal snag for the eight parties coalition, Medrek. “I don’t expect them (the EPRDF) to
do any thing before the elections,” says a political pundit, “but this will be useful to break the
will of Medrek after the elections.” But ten people ,including Professor Mesfin, were detained by

the police yesterday after fist fights broke between the two sides, outraging the public; and, say
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pundits, damaging the image of the opposition. “ What effect this will have on the opposition’s
prospect in the elections this year is an open question. But a political backlash against the
Professor is easy to predict,” said a pundit as he watched images of bloodied heads and broken
car windows on sate television. UDJ has condemned the move by Professor Mesfin
WeldeMariam et al, and is insisting that the meeting had nothing to do with it. “We have
confirmed that the permit issued for the meeting was not in the name of UDJ,” said Asrat Tase,
an executive committee member, a day after the meeting. “We have seen the permit issued.” Few
expect Professor Mesfin’s minority to garner much public support for what has been viewed as a
last minute nihilistic spoil-sport effort, but pundits still expect it to forge ahead; blindind by fury
against the majority that expelled it—unfairly, it says— from the party. In yet another contentious
move, Professor Mesfin accused the American spy agency, CIA, of being one of three principal
actors responsible for CUD’s post-election breakup in his recently published book, Aguteni. “He

makes the assertion,” says a high school teacher, “but offers no explanation.”
Indeed. But that is only because there is no plausible explanation.

BRIEF NEWS FROM ETHIOPIA.

Compromisng National Security?

Two high-flying journalists from state media were imprisoned at the end of last week, allegedly
caught while negotiating to sell film footages from the archives of ETV to the Qatari based Al
Jezzera television. HaileYesus Werku and Abdulsemed Mohammed , both of ETV, now face the
specter of long prison sentences under a stiff anti-corruption statute.The case is being handled by
the Anti-Corruption Commission, whose oversight was controversially transferred from
parliament to the PM; after, according to sources, it pried too aggressively on senior EPRDF
members. Since then the PM’s significant action has been to sack and demote its naively
independent minded female head, herself a veteran of the armed struggle against the Derg, to
head an obscure government housing agency; shattering institutional credibility and morale of
employees. ETV spokesperson Tesfaye Mengiste’s remarks against the journalists, whom he
accused of “compromising national security”, has been widely derided as hysterical and

symptomatic of the politicization of sate media. “The state media are now more than news
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organization to them now,” says a ETV journalist. “The mere act of independent thought is now

actively discouraged and penalized as it is in the EPRDF.”

41. On Meles Zenawi,Lidetu Ayalew and election 2010
By Eskinder Nega, April 23rd, 2010

Meles Zenawi’s mother first encounter with the media was on the day of Eritrea ’s referendum
in 1993, when she was confronted by a BBC journalist in Adwa as she came out of a polling

station after casting her vote.

She spoke in measured words, praising the process but giving no clue as to which way she had
voted. Government officials reacted with panic to her interview, giving strict instructions that it
should not be translated and relayed in local languages on state media. It would be many years
before her second encounter with journalists; but when she finally did so, it was to be with
friendly one; and, it was said at the time, had to be approved by Meles himself. She mostly spoke
in guarded words, quite obviously aware that her words could damage Meles; whom, she said,
“has always been my favorite child.” She spoke as all parents do about their children; and in the
end, the interview did go some way in revamping the tattered public image of Meles Zenawi as

aloof and alienated; its intended target.

But less said was about the troubling tendency of Meles, who left Adaw for Addis when he was
only in his mid-teens, to pick up and throw the nearest object within his reach when provoked
even only in jest. Several decades later, Meles’ still irrepressible rage lay bare during a press
conference, suddenly provoked by a question about the jamming of the VOA, as he lashed out

with incomprehensible rancor about alleged incitements to genocide.

Meles Zenawi is now in his mid 50s, two decades at the helm of the nation, at the peak of his
prestige and power, and only few weeks short of presiding over a sensitive election that he insists

with increased intensity is vulnerable to conspiracies against its peaceful outcome.

Few buy in to his conspiracy theory, this being only the latest in a long series, but many seriously

ponder if Meles will ever be able to temper his rage, and how it will affect a post election crisis.
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How likely is a post election crisis that Meles repeatedly speaks about? The answer of many
pundits : Very likely.The opposition are adamant that a fair and free election is an impossibility
this year; save, in the words of Merera Gudina, “a miracle.” The EPRDF insists otherwise,
vaguely blaming the opposition in general—but Medrek in actual fact—of a creeping incitement
(akin to the creeping coup against Haile Seallise’s government in the early 70s) that would end in
riots in the immediate aftermath of the elections. The essential ingredients are all there for an

inevitable political crisis.

But does this really mean that it will have to eventuate in riots as Meles mysteriously implies?
Not necessarily; but only if the sense of proportion of the principal actors is well balanced. And
that is exactly where the danger of Meles Zenawi, with his life long predicament of controlling
his emotions, lies menacingly. Even if his oft cited conspiracies are true, he poses no less danger,

temperamentally prone as he is, to impelling a minor event in to full blown national crisis.

And there is also the new side of Meles in play that was absent from his early days, shaped as the
years progressed by the rigors of almost forty years in the Byzantine world of Ethiopian politics.
Many of those who had worked with him closely speak of the sophistry and vanity he developed
after his ascendancy to power. “He gets offended when you disagree with him,” says a source
who knew him intimately of his vanity. “He sees it as a personal challenge.” Even a friend
becomes an adversary then, to be defeated at any cost. “If you don’t relent fast, he will conjure
fantastic diversions,” says the source. Bonapartism being the most famous example. “He is
always convinced that he is the smartest person in the room. He expects you to be awed, not

outraged, by his wild statements and assertions.”

Ideally the person sitting in Meles’ position would be self assured, acutely aware of the power of
his words(which Meles is notoriously incapable of understanding), with the humility to consider
other people’s opinion even if he disagrees with them, and finally, neither too quick not to slow

to make decisions.

Such is a leader that will stir a nation out of a crisis. And such a man is not Meles. Be very

worried about him.

In the meantime though, election season is approaching closure, now with only fifteen days

remaining for active campaigning.And news of an interesting development in the North(in Lasta)
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is slowly trickling down to Addis. Rumors about Lidetu Ayalew’s past and present have
seriously endangered his electoral prospects in Lalibela; his birth place and one of the epicenters
of Ethiopia ’s Orthodox Christianity. Lidetu, who maliciously betrayed the opposition in 2005
and is now a rather unconvincing champion of a “third way”, which he says is adopted from
Europe ’s anti-establishment ritual, has generally earned high marks for his oratory in this year’s
election debates. But few pundits believe that this has translated in to any significant support for
his party in the cities, where his “credibility deficit” is deemed to be too large to be overcome
even by his considerable oratorical prowess. But the country side, where most of his constituency
lie, is subject to much debate, with some pundits convinced that his performance in the debate
will propel him to victory in light of the token competition he faces from the EPRDF (which

wants him to win) and no significant alternative from the opposition.

But an unexpected issue has loomed, seriously jeopardizing his chances; according to locals.
Many of his devoutly Orthodox Christians constituents (who constitute almost 100 percent) are
incensed by rumors of his conversion to Protestantism (Pente), which is still taboo in the Amhara
region as a whole. Lidetu has denied the allegation, but considerable damage has already been
done by the rumors, and reversing his fortunes seems to be an up hill battle for him and his
EPRDF allies.

“He could lose, “said a local I met in Addis.

If he does, his numerous critics around the country will at least have one reason to celebrate.

42. The Past of Seye Abraha et al in Perspective
By Eskinder Nega, April 16th, 2010

Seye Abraha’s commanding presence and well delivered speech on foreign affairs in last week’s

televised debate between political parties has vexed EPRDF leaders, say sources.

Their only solace is Seye’s rather brash characterization of the recent row between the EPRDF
and the Obama administration as “staged drama”; which went down well with the public but will

hardly endear the opposition with the diplomatic community in Addis. “The row between the
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Ethiopian government and the US,” said Seye in the debate, “is really a staged drama. America
has outsourced its war in Somalia to Ethiopia, saving American lives. That is what matters to
them the most. The jamming of the VOA and the consequent row are no more than a staged
drama. Ethiopians have not only died in Somalia for a war that is not theirs but our national
security has been endangered as well. There are reports, for example, that the Ethiopian Airlines
that crushed in Lebanon was bombed by terrorists.”(Abridged.)But of course Seye could not
offer real evidence that the spate was faked as he had alleged, and it will remain a stain on his

otherwise impressive performance; the best so far, reckon many pundits, by the opposition.

Seye’s criticism of the Algiers agreement and the subsequent Boundary commission ruling are
popular themes, particularly in Tigray; where he and many of his friends are challenging the
EPRDF. The EPRDF’s muted response is indicative of a divided leadership over the issue; with
Meles and his allies in favor of a closure of the issue largely—but not exclusively—on the basis
of the ruling; and the rest, part half heartedly part vehemently, against any change of the reality
on the ground. And this division cuts across the whole spectrum of the governing elite, which is
why the threat of Seye Abraha et al—bounded to the governing elite by a common history at its
finest hour—is menacing to Meles Zenawi. Arkebe Ekubay’s brazenly opportunistic attempt to
drive a wedge between Seye and the military by charging that Seye had characterized the
Ethiopian army “as a mercenary force in Somalia” in last week’s debate, which Seye made a
point of refuting, amply demonstrates the anxiety that pervades in the midst of Meles Zenawi and

his allies.

No other political personalities but Seye Abraha et al bring in to opposition politics this kind of
dynamism, blurring the argument that their past undercuts their present importance to the
democratic cause as has been suggested by some people in Seattle last weekend. “Some speakers
mistook Negasso and Gebru perhaps for Meles Zenawi and Bereket Simon and tormented them
like they were convicted criminals,” said an Ethiomedia news report on the meeting held in
Seattle over the weekend, “It has been over ten years since we quit EPRDF, but some folks never
get that; and keep asking questions as if we are still active government officials, the former
EPRDF leaders said with a tone of remorse. Others accused them that the reason they have

joined the opposition is because they are power thirsty.”
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The importance of this issue to a post-EPRDF national road map can not be under stated. The
broad consensus for a plural democratic order is beyond doubt now, but if there is ever to be a
chance for its realization, how Seye Abraha et al will be treated as they venture in to opposition
politics will either foster trust and confidence or entail a continuation of the abhorred legacy of
vendetta and victimization. Of crucial point here is that none amongst Seye Abraha et al is being
asked to account for substantiated and specific violation of human rights; as was the case, for
example, with Kelbessa Negawo from the Derg era, who was unsympathetically deported from
the US to Ethiopia to serve a life sentence; but are being decried for serving a regime with broad
shortcomings, including of course extensive human rights violation. But almost all of them have
at one time or the other addressed the issue, publicly expressed regret and are now challenging
their former party at the height of its power. Only two days before the meeting in Seattle, Seye
Abraha had acknowledged his share of responsibility for what he termed as EPRDF’s fiasco on
the Eritrean issue in the nationally broadcasted debate between political parties: “ Medrek will
peacefully opt for Ethiopia’s outlet to the sea; this is one of our national security objectives. The
EPRDF has committed a grave mistake in handling the Eritrean issue, and I concede my share of

personal responsibility.”

And so the questions loom: Is there room for redemption in the political space? Could there be a
moral imperative to deprive the capacity to forgive and reconcile? And on a more practical level,
would the nation be able to bear the human and emotional cost of the alternative? The answers
are too obvious to merit detailing here. They have also been thoroughly addressed on numerous
occasions by others and to entertain them further here will be to merely repeat the same
arguments. What is of importance is that Seye Abraha et al are test cases, carefully being
watched by all political actors, and how they fare will for a long time determine which way the

nation goes.

The fall of the EPRDF is not an end by itself. It is desirable only in so far as it is a means to an
end; in this case, a means to a pluralistic democratic order. The quest for such a political setting
in Ethiopia has to date not closed its door on ex-WPE(Derg) officials and members untainted by
personal violation of human rights; it can not fairly do so against ex- officials and members of

the EPRDF held to the same standard.

145



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

43. Notes from an Interstate Bus: A Farmer on Election 2010
By Eskinder Nega, April 9th, 2010

I arrived at Addis’ Awtobes Tera (interstate bus station) at 6:00 AM but it was already teeming

with thousands of would be travelers.

This was last Tuesday, the 28th in Ethiopian calendar, a day of pilgrimage to Metak Ammanuel,
a revered church in the vicinity of Debre Birhan, an old sleepy town with medieval roots on the
southern tip of the Amhara region, where I will be passing through on my way to the border of

Welo and Shewa for a two days sojourn.

I sat between a farmer and a chubby light skinned woman on the back seat; not too happy at the
prospect of spending no less than seven hours on a rickety bus on a partially dug up( now for two
straight years) highway. The bus slowly made its way out of the crowded bus station at 6:30, an
hour before the morning rush hour that is dreaded by interstate bus drivers. I prayed for good
conversation as the bus left Addis, but not daring to hope for the rare bus rider that will risk a
frank political discussion in the police state that Ethiopia is evolving in to after the 2005

elections.
But, Thank God, I was to be pleasantly surprised.

“Getaw, what time is it?” inquired the farmer as the bus finally made it on to the tarred highway
after almost forty-five minutes on a rough detour. His booming voice broke the silence, and we
drifted in to small talk as the bus accelerated to make up for lost time. The farmer, 28, slim,
short, from Menz, told me he had been in and out prison, his last stint for three years which he

recently completed.

My curiosity stirred, I couldn’t resist asking him “why the state is in love with him”; which
elicited a hearty laugh from him. “Possession of Kalashnikov,” he replied in that booming voice
of his; attracting the attention of two passengers sitting to the right in front of us. I could also
sense the two sitting to my left on the back seat, the chubby lady and another farmer, stretching
to catch a glimpse of him. “EHADEG(the EPRDF) took four guns from me,” he said with a deep

breath and laid back, as if he wanted to give us time to digest the significance of what he had
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said. We apparently wanted more, and after what seemed a rather long pause he continued. “The
first time they imprisoned me I gave it up without a fight. The torture was so sever, two of our
cellmates threw themselves over a cliff. After seeing that I simply led them to where I had

hidden a brand new Kalashnikov.”

One of the two who were sitting in front of us, both of whom had by now turned and were facing
us, suddenly twitched his face. “But I know of that case,” he protested, “the two that threw
themselves over the cliff were suspected of stealing Tabots. That had nothing to do with guns.”
The reply came instantly. “Yeah, I know,” said the farmer dismissively, “ But we were in the
same holding cell. It was obvious that what they did to them they would have done next to us.
My God! It was really atrocious. They tricked them by telling them that the Tabot was hidden
near an edge of a cliff, and when they got there they went over the cliff.” No proof was ever
found that the two had ever stolen Tabots. But there was little sympathy for them, no crime is
greater in Menz than that associated with Tabots; the taint of suspicion being sufficient to

relegate a person to utter social banishment.

The farmer told us that he sold his oxen to buy Kalashnikov as soon as he was freed; which,
much to the irritant of the others, propped me to interrupt with a question. “But why would you
do that? Selling your oxen to...” he did not let me finish. “But everyone does it,” came the reply
with haven’t- you- ever- heard —of — Menz expression. And seeing that the two were nodding as
he answered, I had to let him ensue with his tale. “Once they heard that I had sold my oxen, they
came right after me. No questions asked; it was straight to prison. But this time I resisted despite
the torture, and only gave up when any chance of release solely depended on giving them what
they wanted. The third and fourth times, I was handed prison sentences.” But a court of law came
in to the picture only after evidence had been secured through torture, a norm for petty crimes

but with much more intensity and frequency if guns and politics are being investigated.

“So this means that you will not be voting for the EPRDF this year” I said smiling as he winded
down, not at all expecting a serious reply. “But what choice do we have? We will be voting with
their guns virtually held to our heads,” blurted out the farmer, not in the least bit worried who
was listening nor bothered by who we might be. Intrigued, I pressed him a bit daringly as the
conversation ventured in to dangerous territory. “But surely you will be voting in private. How

would they know whom you voted for?” He reminded us that names will be on the voting cards.
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“They will know if they want to,” he said firmly. The others neither acknowledged nor disputed
what he said, cautiously preferring to leave the conversation to the two of us though they were
clearly engrossed. Nor was I particularly seeking attention on this trip, and I hesitated before

pressing on. But the temptation was too much.

“So what if they were to know. What could they do? There is no law that says that you have to
vote for them,” I insisted. He grinned; perhaps amused by what he thought was my naiveté.
“Addis Ababa will not vote for Meles,” he abruptly declared somewhat gleefully, (a message that
that he will surely take to his village) “But in our area,” he continued but now in a subdued tone,
“if they find out that you are a member of the opposition, if they know beyond doubt, they will
hit you.( Yematalu.)They will imprison you, shoot you and claim that you died while attempting

to escape.”

That jolted me up. Here is a farmer from Menz sitting next to me, recounting almost word to
word what many say had happened to Teklu Hawaz; once chief of TPLF’s Security (intelligence)
who was relieved from his duties after being accused(falsely, say his friends and defenders) of
trying to defect to the Derg, subsequently imprisoned and shot dead while allegedly attempting
to escape. Time to take the farmer seriously. I asked him if an election had been held in his area
to elect observers, to which he replied in the negative. “No, not in our area,” he said taken aback
by my question.( The electoral board claims otherwise, maintaining that such elections had been
held throughout the country. Independent reports, however, attest to many election observers
being capriciously selected by local officials rather than being elected by voters as mandated by

law.)

Assuming a free and fair election, whom do you think will the majority will vote for, I asked him
as we approached Debre Birhan where he was to disembark and catch another bus to his home.
“We voted for Kinijit the last time. If not for the campaign of terror, we will vote for the
opposition again,” he told us, and cheerfully melted in to the Debre Birhan crowd way before we

heard enough from him.

“Mark my words” remarked one of those who had been listening to him, “he will not last long.

They will get him again.”

TIDBITS:
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FROM YOUE E-MAILS

I would like to thank you all for your emails. I am grateful that you had taken time to write to
me. They are always useful, providing me with new insights. Keep them coming. I will form

time to time share some of them with my readers.

ON BEREKET SIMON

Sir:

I was born and raised in the same area (Kebele) as Bereket Simon (Birth name: Mebratu
G/Hiwot). BOTH of his parents were indeed from Eritrea. And that could be the very reason why
he opted to run across the country in Wollo, as an Amhara mind you. The fact is people in that
part of Gondar knew what his REAL back ground is. All this would’ve not mattered one iota if it
wasn’t directly contradictory to TPLF’s way of running business, i.e. tribal/killil politics. In fact,
I would care less if Sebhat Ephrem pledges his allegiance to Ethiopia and decides to run in

Gojam, for instance.A reader.

ON THE LEFT IN ETHIOPIAN POLTICS

Sir:

Many pundits often pontificate and even go as far as scapegoat the complex Ethiopian politics on
the “left” Marxist-Leninist ideology. This kind of political argument is not new. It started what
seemed a long time. However, the role of the “left” or the introduction of Marxist-Leninist
thought in the Ethiopian body politics should be examined dispassionately and objectively. It
should not be reduced to a very simplistic and opportunistic often dubious review of its role. It is
still being debated among advanced and well instituted forums.For your information, even the
Catholic church has revised its long standing out right condemnation of KARL MARX. Finally,
you have not yet given up on the perennial ritual or farce so called “election”. Good luck. No

pleading, no tech talk ain’t gonna change the brutal and violent reality of the Woyane regime.

A reader.

ON SURVIELANCE CAMERAS
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Sir,

So you want to unseat the government through twitter? Let us wait and see how you are going to
do this. On no man. Do not waste your time. We will clean the stumbling stones on our way to
the 2010 election, and show the world Ethiopia can make a democratic election. Regarding the
surveillance camera you decried, yes we already have installed them and we will further. They
already have fed us a lot about people like you sworn to cause havoc in Ethiopia. Yes it is high
time that Ethiopia possesses this technology to tackle its ‘nocturnal enemies’. Eski hulunm

lemayet behiwet enkoy.

A reader.

44, Letter from Ethiopia. Welcome to Ethiopia’s election 2010: The case of
Adwa

By Eskinder Nega, April 2nd, 2010

Here is an impossibility for all but the exceptionally wealthy in Addis these days: schooling all
your three children at the remarkably expensive Sandford English community school in Addis
Ababa;

where the landed gentry of Haile Selassie’s era easily schooled their children but which the top
officials of the Derg shunned for financial and ideological reasons.But PM Meles Zenawi, who
officially lives on a miserly government salary, and whose father had famously insisted that “he(
Meles) does not even know what a 100 birr note looks like”, not only has schooled all his three
children there, but is also now sending his eldest daughter to Britain’s most exclusive school,
Oxford University. And my first instinct was to pose to the woman sitting in front of me,
Aregash Adane, who is contesting for Meles’ parliamentary seat in Adwa, and was briefly his
adviser, what | thought would be a witty question: Is Meles Zenawi a multi-millionaire? But
most interviews rarely go according to script, particularly the interesting ones; and when we
parted I had not inquired about her thoughts on Meles Zenawi’s whooping deficit between his

official income and his children’s astronomical school expenses.
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But all is not lost. She had in fact provided me with a crystal clear response, albeit indirectly,
when the issue of transparency had come: “We had nothing, and I mean literally nothing, when
we captured Addis,” she had said unblinking, sure, and intense. “But it did not take long before
some officials started living way way beyond their means. We were on the verge of establishing

a committee (in the CC of the TPLF) with broad probing mandate just before we left the party.”

Fast forward almost ten years to 2010, and the committee has yet to see the light of day.

The meeting in Adwa a little over a week ago was summoned in the name of Medrek, a coalition
of eight parties that pundits say is the main challenger of the EPRDF this year, so Seye Abraha
was legitimately part of the ensemble that faced between 1000 to 1500 residents of Adwa at city
hall. T met with Aregash to talk with her about this meeting, her thoughts about Meles Zenawi

and her prospect of wining.

The plan in Adwa called for a speech by each member of the ensemble, which consisted of
Ambassador Awalom Weldu, Ethiopia’s first and only Ambassador to Eritrea, whose younger
brother, Abay Weldu, is slated to take over the presidency of Tigray after the elections; Gebru
Asrat; Aregash and Seye; and then time for a questions and answers session. But the EPRDF
(most probably Meles Zenawi himself, since no obscure official in Adwa would risk a scandal in
his constituency) had other ideas. “ They were about seven or eight of them,’ told me Aregash,
quite young, obviously confident and, we were to be told later, overtly backed by the authorities
who were standing outside aiding and abating them to break up the meeting.” But at least each of
them had time for short introductory speeches; quite liberally interposed by calls for order by the
young thugs. “We had to stop the meeting prematurely, much to the consternation of the people
who had come to listen to us, to quiz us.But we had no choice.They did not want the questions
and answers session to take place. We only had time for short introductory speeches. We were

forced to stop.”

Welcome to Ethiopia’s election 2010, the reality behind the rhetoric. But Aregash has not given

up. “We will go back again,” she promised me. “The people want their freedom.”

Aregash was a rare university graduate amongst TPLF’s leaders, with a first degree in social
work from what was in 1973 Haile Selassie University, a year before the popular revolution that

brought the Derg to power. “ I was a member of Abeyot(Revolution)” she said, surprising me.
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And when I inquired if that was the same Abeyot that merged with the EPRP, she nodded. “
Getachew Maru et al decided on the merger. When we objected, we were told that the decision
had already been made. Abeyot had a distinct identity, and the question of nations and
nationalities was an important part of it; something that the EPRP frowned upon.” This was in
the mid 70’s when political activism was at its peak, and Aregash, hearing of the establishment
of the TPLF, left Addis for Tigray. But a year was to pass before the organization was ready to
accept female fighters. Once in though, she was to rise rapidly, eventually joining the most

important decision making body, the Central Committee.

I reminded her how Redwan Hussien , an EPRDF executive member and its star debater, had
recently gone on the offensive against Gebru in a nationally televised debate about human
rights.”As to Gebru Asrat,” had said Redwan, inducting his punch line, “didn’t you and your
friends leave the EPRDF by proclaiming “death to imperialism, we should be building
Socialism, our democracy is more perfect than Clinton’s”, who at that time was President of the

us?”

She leaned forward when she answered this time, her emotion clearly stirred. “Where in the
world was he when we left? Certainly not in the EPRDF. He is merely parroting what he has
been told.” And on she went to explain how Eritrea was at the core of the controversy. “We had
internally conceded that we had made mistakes about Eritrea. Shabiya(the EPLF) was
kidnapping, even assassinating, people all over Ethiopia.It was manipulating the foreign currency
market with impunity. The only thing that was left was to go public with our findings.” But the
issue of Bonapartism, suddenly introduced by Meles Zenawi, fought for center stage, eventuating
in the split.” Bonapartism is a relic of 19the century Europe,” she said, contempt visible on her

face. ” It has no relevance to our experience.”

So what kind of a person is Meles Zenawi? I asked for her personal impression about her
electoral opponent. She took time to respond, taking time to think. “He leads the EPRDF, and the
EPRDEF insists on wining all the time, no matter what. What the people want seems to have no
relevance.” And here suddenly props up a question in mind: “ Does the EPRDF love power?”
Her answer is prompt, startling me. “All this clamor is for power. What else could it be for?

There is nothing wrong with seeking power as long as it’s sought to serve a higher cause, as long
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as it’s people centered. But it’s a problem when it becomes an end by itself, and I fear that is

where the EPRDF is. That is why we are having all these problems.”

But why should voters in Adwa choose you over Meles, I ask her. And suddenly her face relaxes,
a woman spoke to me from the heart: “Because people know what I have been through, what I
have given up for the truth. They know that power had not corrupted me. These are the values
that appeal to people. They have seen that too many have succumbed to the trapping of power,
and they are disgusted by it.I could defeat him given a playing field. And though my party is
seriously under funded and is allotted a very limited time on state media, we shall prod to the

end. We had overcome the impossible before. And we could very well do it once again.”

TIDBITS:

BRIEF NEWS FROM ADDIS

PRO EPRDF COALTION’S MANDATE ROUSE CONCERN

The decision by the electoral board to recognize a coalition of pro-ten civil organizations to
observe the elections has raised eye brows in Addis. The ten member coalition, which includes
the pro-EPRDF Ethiopian Youth Federation, Ethiopian Women Federation, Ethiopian Lawyers
Association(not to be confused with the older and independent Ethiopian Bar Association), Ye-
Ethiopia Hidase Mahber, as well as the tooth less Ethiopian Employer’s Federation is the first to
be granted official recognition. The coalition is being criticized for allegedly being mandated to
endorse, not observe, the election; no matter what is to happen. The electoral board, on the other
hand, has sung its praise, asserting that”its independence has been verified.” Reports that election
observers which were supposed to have been elected by rural kebeles few months ago have
instead been arbitrarily assigned by local officials has raised serious concerns. But how exactly
widespread the abuse is has not been established, according to diplomats who have monitored

the process.

The EU will observe this year’s election, too; but with the visible absence of its leader of five
years ago, Anna Gomez, who adamantly insists that a free and fair election is not possible as
long as Birtukan Medeksa remains imprisoned on trumped up charges. The EU’s high profile

Anglo Saxon Ambassador in 2005, Timothy Clark, scion of a prominent family in Britain, has
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been replaced with a low profile Ambassador from continental Europe whose interest in the

election has so far been minimal.

45. Letter from Ethiopia: election overview: What the Diaspora could do
in election 2010

By Eskinder Nega, March 26th, 2010

Even I sense it from the great distance I am at from America; home to the largest, richest and

most vocal Ethiopian Diaspora in the world.

Call it what you think is best: disillusionment; disappointment; withdrawal; anger; or even, on an
optimistic note, the calm before the storm. But there is no dispute that a considerable element of
the Diaspora, many of the very people who came out screaming enthusiastically to welcome
CUD’s leaders at Reagan National irport in 2007, are now visibly smaller at political gatherings,
less generous in their contribution, are harder to mobilize, and generally exhibit all the signs of

atigue.

Regardless of the diversity of opinion in the Diaspora, a consensus of unambiguous support for
the democratization of Ethiopia as it is understood in the West has been a superseding facet for
the past two decades. And that is no small feat. Between the mid 60s and the fall of the Derg at
the beginning of the 90s, what was then a small Diaspora, but with a disproportionately powerful
voice in politics, had mitigated the rhetoric of public discourse to the far left of Marxist thought.
I still remember reading, in total amazement, old Ethiopian publications from the 60s and 70s,
pioneered by intelligent young people like Hagos GebreYesus, Desalegn Rahemato and Endrias
Eshete , as they ranted against perceived exploitation of innocent Ethiopians by Western
capitalists; how vital Ethiopia was as a dumping ground for the excess goods produced by
imperialists; and how great dictatorship of the proletariat really is. (Endrias Eshete’s passion for
dictatorship—though not that of the working class anymore—still endures, by the way.) It took
about two decades before the Diaspora was able to move beyond this false start; and it took the
infusion of a new generation in the 80s, more decisively in the 90s, for the long delayed overhaul

in both methodology and substance to take hold. The intellectual rebirth is now best embodied by

154



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

the weekly articles of the brilliant Professor from LA, Almeayehu GebreMariam. In short, the
Diaspora is now positively ingrained in mainstream political thought; far away from—to borrow

a phrase from Lenin—infantile extremism.

The 2005 elections was the culmination of the Diaspora’s renaissance in the 90’s and 2000’s,
when it was able to entrench itself as a strong and united voice in the CUD; both before and after
the elections. It is implausible to envisage the success of the CUD’s last minute offensive in the
countryside without the financial backing of the Diaspora; which impacted heavily on the

outcome of the election.

Ethiopian political dynamics is now very different than it was in 2005 of course, but there is an

important last minute role for the Diaspora to play; yes, even at this late stage of the elections.

Here are some possibilities:

1: ENDORSEMENTS:

Endorsements are an integral part of modern elections throughout the world. Whatever pundits
may say about their power to sway votes, they are passionately sought by politicians; which is a

mark of their symbolic power. And in politics image is half the bankable asset.

Swaying votes by mere endorsement is too ambitious an undertaking, but doubt not that
endorsements will not only help to strengthen the beleaguered opposition in this difficult election
year(just how difficult is amply shown by the new HRW report) but will also help to single out
the viable ones( or the viable one) in a crowded field where up to twelve candidates are

competing for a single seat in Addis.

Not too many people may have been swayed by Oprah’s endorsement of Obama, but the amount
of news and excitement it generated was a huge boost for his campaign. And the pundits who
seriously wonder if his presidency would at all have been possible without the stirring effect of
her endorsement are not few in numbers. But celebrity endorsements are not possible for those
who live in Ethiopia for obvious reasons, yet is something that should be considered seriously by
those who have opted for exile. Exiled artists have a large following in Ethiopia, and their

predominantly young followers—who constitute the majority in Ethiopia—are predisposed to at
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least listen to their views. This is power that must not be abused, taken for granted; nor, at a time

when the national issue is as important as it is now, must it be wasted.

The kind of endorsement common to Iranian politics, in which exiled groups of academics,
scientists and public figures publicly endorse the party or candidate of their choice, could
potentially be important in the Ethiopian context, too. The Diaspora has an ample reservoir from
Ethiopia’s Who’s Who in every conceivable field, and many voters in Ethiopia—including the

undecided ones—would be fascinated to learn of their endorsements.

The idea of civic responsibility will hardly be new to this group, nor the fact that in this wired
world their access to voters in Ethiopia seriously curtailed by place of residence. What is

probably lacking so far is someone who will take the initiative.

2: CYBER ACTIVISM— The court of world opinion.

Few people know what Twitter is in Ethiopia .But those tasked by the government to make sure
that what information goes out to the world is highly regulated, particularly in the event of street
protests (which are unlikely and not desirable), have nightmares about the possibilities of
Twitter. What was casually launched as one more addition to social media by three innovative
Americans in 20006, less than a year after the 2005 elections in Ethiopia, has been inadvertently

catapulted by the last Iranian election in to a powerful weapon of peaceful political activism.

Tweets go over two networks, the cyber world and text messages of mobiles (cell phones). They
are charmingly easy to use, are specifically designed to to spread fast because they are apt to be
picked and retransmitted by other Twitters; unlike other social medias, like email, which are
neither public nor broadcast like Twitter does. In other words, Twitter is within reach of the vast
majority of the Diaspora, and for the first time ever will directly link it with tens of millions of
people throughout the world—the court of world opinion. The monopoly of media organizations,

who habitually ignore most stories about Ethiopia, could now be overturned for the first time.

Potential Twitters from Ethiopia during the elections, who will be few in numbers but could
easily overcome their disadvantage in numbers by sheer force of will, face an overpowering
predicament. The government will most probably tamper with the internet and SMS during the

elections, as did the Iranian government, which will severely limit their ability to transmit. But
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the evidence is that the mass of Tweets came from Diaspora Iranians who relayed information
they collected from family, friends, embassies, NGOs and political organizations. A similar mass
of information, in case the need arises, by the Ethiopian Diaspora that overwhelms the cyber
world will reinforce the confidence of Ethiopians that they are not alone and involve tens of
millions around the world in an intimate, urgent way with events in Ethiopia. A sufficiently
outraged Westerners—if there is due cause—wiil instinctively reach out to their elcected
representatives in large numbers; which could change—at long last—Western policy towards
Ethiopia by bringing forth the issue of human rights; something the Diaspora had fought for

almost two decades now.

But none of these will be possible without a determined minority taking the lead; some working

in groups, others alone in the cyber world—the new weapon of the oppressed.
Tidbits:

BRIEF NEWS FROM ETHIOPIA

Azeb Mesfin to face Welay Aschalew.

PM Meles Zenawi’s wife will face an electoral opponent fielded by Mederek in this year’s
elections. Medrek’s candidate is Welay Aschalew, who is broadly thought to be sufficiently
credible to make this at least an interesting contest; assuming of course a level playing field.
Azeb is running as an incumbent in her Welqaiyt constituency, where many residents are
apprehensive of a settlement scheme by the regional government which they fear will eventually
alter the demographics of the area. Azeb is chair of an important parliamentary committee, which
was supposed to have pushed her out of her husband’s shadow; but which has not happened so
far. Gebru Asrat is challenging Addisalem Balema(PhD), a long time Ethiopian Ambassador to
China who returned from Beijing to Mekele to work in EFFORT, the mysterious business empire
of the TPLF. Addisalem is not the grassroots campaigner type, and foreign observers are

expected to be visibly present in Mekele, an opening that Gebru is apt to maximize.

Security cameras to be installed on main roads.
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The installation of federal police commissioned security cameras in underway on Addis Ababa’s
main thoroughfares. The cameras are being installed as part of the government’s extensive

preparation against possible post election riots after the May elections.

An undisclosed amount of cameras have been imported from China; much to the irritant of some
countries that had hoped(not for commercial reasons) to provide the hardware as well as the

expertise to run and maintain them; according to sources.

The cameras have so far been installed on Bole road; but because they will be too provocative
few expect them to be installed in Merkato, hub of post election protests in 2005.It will be

interesting to see if the government thinks otherwise.

46. Few Minutes with Birtukan Mideksa
By Eskinder Nega, October 8th, 2010

Birtukan shook her head sideways as I spoke: “We are proud of you, “I told her.” You are our
hero.” There was pained expression on her face. Something is visibly bottled up in her, pushing

to explode.

But there were too many people in her living room for an intimate conversation. She nodded
when I finished, her head slightly inclined downwards to avoid eye contact.” Thank you,” she

finally said faintly. I could barely hear her.

And suddenly I felt guilty. Though I meant what I said, I worried whether I was making things
worse by sounding patronizing. This is not what Birtukan needs right now. Sitting next to me is a
woman at what is one of her worst moment in her life. A woman suffering profoundly on the
inside—exactly what coldhearted aging men, addicted to unaccountable power after two decades
at the helm of a nation they have persistently pushed towards dysfunction (so far unsuccessfully),

intended in their pitiless drive to destroy their “enemies.”

Birtukan is happy to be with us—her mother, to whom she is an only daughter; her beautiful

daughter, Hale, who is just beginning to understand what has happened to her mother over the
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past two years; her friends, who cherish and admire her openly; and her supporters, who number

in the millions—but it’s easy to see that she feels she has wretchedly fallen below expectation.

But the staggeringly vulgar wording of the “pardon” says more about the kind of people this
undying ancient nation has fallen to rather than Birukan. Here is an irremediable proof—if more
is needed—of their petty cruelty. Here they stand not only at their normally diminished height
but stooped even lower. What kind of heartless men would threaten a woman with indefinite
imprisonment until their demise unless she admits to “deceiving the nation and the government?”

Where is their moral compass?

For the record, this is no pardon. This is self-incrimination under duress—a bald-faced human

rights violation.

The essence of pardon is forgiveness. By so obviously seeking to inflict emotional pain—by
humiliating her—the EPRDF has made it clear that it does not seek forgiveness. There is no spite
in the act of forgiveness—a standard that the wording of Birtukan’s “pardon” does not meet.
EPRDF’s durable rancor sticks out like a sore thumb. This is why it could reasonably be said that
the “pardon” granted to Birtukan is no more than the outcome of the international campaign to
free her. In reality, she has not been pardoned—forgiven— but let go grudgingly. And obviously
the price the EPRDF demanded was an illegal act of self-incrimination—the alleged act of
deceit— in breach of the law; which protects citizens against self-incrimination. Clearly, the
illegal party here has never been Birtukan from the very beginning up to the very end. To

paraphrase Castro, history will absolve her— very loudly!

The EPRDF will fail when it is denied what it seeks:

1— Break Birtukan’s will.
2—Create a gulf between Birtukan and her supporters.

3—Demoralize the democratic camp

Citizens have an obligation to see to it that none of theses things come to pass. Beware

Citizens!
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47. New Year wishes for Ethiopia: Release Birtukan Mideksa
By Eskinder Nega, September 10th, 2010

Some readers have wondered if a reasonable array of New Year wishes representing the

collective aspiration of a nation could be formulated.

Why not? It’s perfectly feasible; though only the input of varied people, and not the reflection of
only one person, would make a complete list. And thus, in deference to the last month of the
Ethiopian year(Pagume, only five or six days long), its amply fitting that I delay the second part
of last week’s article and pitch in my list of New Year’s wishes. Part 2 of Re-writing TPLF’s

history will appear next week.
THE RELEASE OF BIRTUKAN MIDEKSA

On December 28, 2008, Birtukan Mideksa, the lone female head of a major opposition party in
Ethiopia, was taken in to custody in mid-afternoon as she approached her car. Almost two years
later, she remains in prison despite numerous pleas for her release. Neither public opinion, nor
donors, or a sense of fairness and decency have prevailed over the intransigence of EPRDF’s
leaders. Posing defiantly before probing journalists after a universally mocked “election victory”
, Meles Zenawi,PM, whose party “won” 99.6% of parliamentary seats, spoke about her harshly,
but noticeably absent the typical ardor: “This(her release) is a purely legal issue, and it is
between her and the law. No one can come between the two. No one. Not opposition parties, not

our friends abroad.”

Much to the relief of the public, long attuned to reading between the lines of its official’s
doublespeak, her release is not a “dead issue,” as has been land privatization for the entirety of
his party’s existence. And by the dismal standards of the times, when the dominance of the
EPRDF is overbearing, this is cause for optimism. There is room for her release short of a

revolutionary overhaul. The law does not proscribe a second pardon.

One of the hallmarks of a reputable relationship is an occasional acquiescing to the counsel of

friends. Usually, this is a mark of maturity not weakness. It is the nation’s New Year wish that
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EPRDF’s leaders come to realize this sooner rather than later, and act upon her long awaited

release.
Birtukan: The whole nation wishes you a Happy New Year. God bless.
THE RISE OF A STRONG OPPOSTION

The 99.6% “election victory” is a clear favorite for “surprise of the decade.” For the decade

before this, the triumph of the EPRDF-EPLF duo over the Derg is virtually everyone’s pick.

But the “election victory” was more than a simple surprise. The nation had yearned for
leadership to defy it peacefully and legally, even if ultimately only futile as the one in Iran. A
moral, political and historical statement could and should have been made firmly. It was plainly

time for the opposition to lead the people to peaceful action.

But, alas, it was not meant to be. In the mildest of possible words, the opposition has “failed to
demonstrate sufficient robustness in the face of a challenge,” in the words of a dictionary
describing a popular adjective. (Which adjective does not really matter.) EPRDF’s strength is a
function of the opposition’s weakness. Thus it still stands tall despite its epic blunders.

Tragically, this explains two wasted decades; not merely one election season.

It is the nation’s New Year wish that the two-decade legacy of opposition inertia, failure,
malaise, pettiness and corruption come to an end. The nation yearns for the rise of a strong

opposition.
RETURN TO MORAL CLARITY

The erection of Abune Paulos’ statue in Addis symbolizes the moral crisis, lack of direction, and
confused purpose that has afflicted Ethiopia at the national level now for a third of a century—
ever since the collapse of Haile Selaise’s regime. The foundation of a distinctive civilization was
uprooted with the fall of the monarchy, and what then looked like the wave of the future,
scientific socialism, seemed the logical choice for a nation in search of a new creed to embrace

with passion.
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But the deceit and hollowness of Marxism- Leninism did not survive the Red Terror. And it was
then only inevitable that moral relativism should rise and dominate the national psyche

subsequently, chiefly challenging the moral clarity of Ethiopia’s dominant culture and religion.

But not everything that has long held sway is prejudice and ignorance, or necessarily in need of a
revamp. However, Ethiopia certainly needs an updated national purpose—a return to moral
clarity, though not an exact replica of the past—that is much more than Meles Zenawi’s

reductionist understanding of the nation as nothing more than an economic imperative.

It is the nation’s New Year wish that Ethiopian intellectuals re-engage in public discourse to this
end—-as they once did with passion in the 60s and 70s and Professor Al Mariam is

inspirationally doing now. Nothing is possible without them.

RETURN OF ESAT, VOA, ETHIOPIAN WEBSITES AND THE FREE PRESS

“The waiter wouldn’t look at us to take an order,” marveled an American friend of his
experience in Lailbela, northern Ethiopia. “He was hypnotized by the TV, totally absorbed.”
Intrigued, he inquired about the show: a political comedy on ESAT. If not for the rude
interruption by an Ethiopian government jamming, the emergence of ESAT, Ethiopia’s first non-
governmental TV, promised to herald a new chapter in the media revolution; one no less
significant than the demystification of the Ethiopian state by the print press in the 90s. It was no
surprise the EPRDF reacted with vengeance.

VOA, for decades an esteemed presence in many Ethiopian homes, was ironically tolerated more
by the Derg, an impeccable enemy of the US, than the EPRDF, America’s best friend in the
horn. The VOA’s recent sustained jamming has deprived millions of a dependable medium of

news and opinions.

The closure of the totality of Ethiopia’s independent press in 2005, and its continued plight as
highlighted by the closure of Addis Neger, is still a visible reminder of the 2005 post-election

repressions.

The blocking of Ethiopian websites in 2005 is meant to cut off Ethiopia’s vocal Diaspora from

its home base. Nothing gives the EPRDF more pleasure than this flagrant abuse of its power. But
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it is paying a stiff price. The blockage has become a powerful symbol of the suppression of

freedom of expression in the international community.

It is the New Year wish of the people to watch ESAT, their favorite TV station; to listen to the
VOA, their reliable source of news; read the free press, fierce defenders of their rights; and

access Ethiopian websites, their window to the world.

There is much more, but I will have to stop here for lack of space.
Happy New Year to all of you.

The End.

Brief News from Ethiopia:

Azeb Mesfin’s accession widely derided.

48. Seyoum Mesfin leaves FM, Haile-Mariam new DPM

By Eskinder Nega, October 5, 2010

In a comical prelude to what “Parliament” will be like for the next five years that visibly
embarrassed its speaker, Abadula Gemeda (whose reversed Kafkan metamorphosis from a
hapless POW to Speaker of “parliament” illustrates the lie that is at the core of the EPRDF)
Ethiopia’s lower house of “Parliament” approved PM Meles Zenawi’s new cabinet in world
record time.
An amazed nation watched a live broadcast from “Parliament” as Meles Zenawi placidly
introduced his prospective cabinet Ministers for deliberation, but who were neither commended
nor disputed by the new “Parliamentarians”, and then sworn in, all in world record time of
ELEVEN MINUTES ( Between 10:30 am and 10: 41 am local time. Will someone please inform
Guinness!) “The floor is open for queries and opinions,” said Abadula, the Speaker, after Meles

completed his presentation. He was met with utter silence, provoking an embarrassed smile from
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Abadula. In the café where I watched the proceedings on TV, viewers, including those who were
apparently pro-EPRDF, laughed in unison when Abadula moved on to the swearing ceremony.
Haile-Mairam Desalign replaced Seyoum Mesfin at the Foreign Ministry. And in a clear blow to
the ANDM, he was also designated as the sole Deputy Prime Minister. If Meles keeps his word,
Haile-Mariam is now his most likely successor. Seyoum Mesfin, who is only in his late 50s,
reportedly favors a cushy job in the UN system (in the spirit of the new adage about age: “the
60s is the new 40s”), but rumor also places him in Washington as the new Ethiopian
Ambassador.

Girma Biru, OPDQO’s best prospective PM, has left the cabinet after an unusually long tenure.
The OPDO, much like the ANDM, now has no high-flying star to compete with Haile-Mariam.
Soft-spoken Suffian Ahmed, the long-serving Minister of Finance, and formally a member of
OPDO’s leadership but more of a grey-technocrat in practice, has surprisingly retained his
position. “(The macroeconomic stability) attests to his competence,” Meles said.
Of the five key Ministries— Foreign, Defense, Federal, Finance and Justice— three have been
allotted to Ministers from the South: Haile-Mariam at Foreign; Siraj Forsedin at Defense; and
Shiferaw Tekle-Mariam at Federal. One each has gone to the OPDO and ANDM: Suffian
Ahmed of OPDO at Finance and Haile-Birhan of ANDM at Justice. The head of ANDM,
Demeke Mekonen, has retained his junior Ministerial position at the helm of the Ministry of
Education. Putting a brave face to Haile-Mariam’s unexpected rise to the post of EPRDF’s
deputy, which many had assumed was ANDM’s by default, Demeke has said, “It’s division of
labor within the party. I am not in the least bit disappointed.” Few, however, are inclined to take
his words at their face value. The disappointment both to him personally and his party is
palpable.

The Ministry of Trade and Industry, long Girma Biru’s turf, has now been split, and the position
of Minister of Industry has gone to Manyazewal Mekonnen, the only non-EPRDF member of the
Cabinet.

Veteran of Ethiopia’s KGB, Debre-Tsion Gebre
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49. Azeb Mesfin and EPRDF’s eighth congress

By Eskinder Nega, October 1st, 2010

Pronouncing himself a “TPLF/EPRDF supporter”, Zegye (last name not given), could not help
exploding over the internet: “First, I would like to declare that I was a strong supporter of the
TPLF/EPRDF. If I were Meles, I would have blocked her (Azeb Mesfin, Meles’ wife)
ascendance to such high power (the Executive Committee of the TPLF) for the simple reason
that it damages his image.” Another supporter was harsher: “ Is Azeb competent( much has been
said about her behavior which is almost all negative and less reassuring) or is she there owing to

her connection, as wife of PM Meles Zenawi?”

Few days after such rare utterances of dissent were daringly posted on pro-EPRDF websites, it
was time for the eighth congress of the EPRDF; this time scheduled to be held in long booming
Nazreth(when has Nazreth not been booming?), a hundred kilometers to the east of Addis Ababa.

The night before the opening of the congress, as one thousand and six hundred delegates were
wined and dined at a lavish dinner hosted by the OPDO, Azeb’s ascendancy dominated
whispered conversations between friends. The judgment: A major public relations disaster for
the EPRDF. Luckily, many mused, the absence of an “aggressive press” has meant that it’s less

than an open scandal.

But Azeb’s divisive ascendancy is more than mere public relations debacle for the EPRDF. At
issue is whether opportunism, the debilitating culture that has always left three of EPRDF’s four
constituent members in a permanent state of paralysis—a major factor for the enduring stability
of the EPRDF— has gone mainstream in the TPLF, too—thus threatening the viability of the

EPRDF in the cut-throat competition between Ethiopia’s political actors.

In a major reshuffle few weeks ago, the since the early 2000s , when the TPLF lost most of its
veteran leaders, including its deputy, Tewlde Welde-Mairiam, the Executive Committee (EC),
the party’s highest body, dropped one of its most trendy and experienced leaders, Arkebe
Ekubay. With the departure of Seyoum Mesfin and Abay Tsehaye as well, presumably at their
request ( Abay’s tenure at the top since the early 2000s has openly relied on Meles’ goodwill

rather than his popularity; the same is true of most of the others, but much less blatantly), Meles
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has become the last of the veteran leadership(above CC during the insurgency) still in the

Executive Committee.

The three new members of TPLF’s EC—in place of Seyoum, Abay and Arkebe—are Azeb
Mestin, voted in unanimously (sigh!); Beyene Mikru, a political non-entity; and Debre-Tsion
Gebre-Mikael, a mysterious—and controversial—veteran of Ethiopia’s KGB(secret police.) The
person widely expected to ascend to the Executive Committee, Getachew Belay, who made his
name as a competent Minister of Revenues in Meles’ cabinet, was surprisingly sidelined.
Whisked from his position as Minister and tasked with what many say is almost impossible,
salvaging the troubled EFFORT, the unofficial—and haphazardly audited—business empire of
the TPLF, Getachew’s relegation to toil in obscurity now seems more like an effort to ebb his

rising popularity than a concern for EFFORT.

Abay Woldu, who replaced Seyoum Mesfin as Meles Zenawi’s deputy in the TPLF, is the
presumed heir of Meles in the party; that is, if Meles keeps his word and resigns from his
position in 2015.(But only if his party agrees to let him go—wink! wink! “I will not break with
the party in which I have invested a lifetime,” he has said hotly.)

Abay Woldu is one of the middle-rankers of the insurgency who were catapulted to prominence
after the expulsion of Seye Abraha et al from the party, and now constitute the majority in the
EC. Their track record in Tigray, where they have dominated the regional government for the
past decade under the leadership of Tsegaye Berhe, is at best mediocre. Tigary’s trend setting
days had quitely come to an end after the dissolution of Gebru Asrat’s administration. ( Addis
Ababa, for the duration of Arkebe Ekubay’s mayoralty, had briefly assumed that position. There
is no trendsetting region now. Everything radiates from Meles.) Whether Abay Woldu et al will
have the acumen to uphold the dominance of the TPLF is now a hotly disputed subject—mostly

because almost no one believes that they owe their positions to merit.

This does not mean that the TPLF EC is wholly devoid of competent people. The Health
Minister, Tewedros Adhanom, is broadly credited with sharp technocratic skills and a pleasant
personality. But he is also instinctively apolitical, representing the genre that make up most of
TPLF’s supporters—the silent (vast) majority that are enamored more by the spectacular

successes of the party rather than the power of its message.
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Overall though, the sweeping neglect of the broad reservoir of really qualified people that the
TPLF has at its disposal is breathtaking. And nothing embodies the resultant malaise—which
breeds opportunism—more than the ascendancy of Azeb to the EC. While Azeb’s determination
to break free from the anachronistic traditional Ethiopian first- lady role is no doubt
commendable (and admirable), her bubbling enthusiasm also betrays a palpable lack of
intellectual complexity. Her evident obliviousness to the damage she is causing her husband
damns her even more in the eyes of her numerous critics—particularly those who admire him.
And one can not help but wonder whether their relationship will eventually suffer under the
pressure. (I hope not. And I mean it.) The awkwardness of the new setup was evident at the
congress, where Azeb, in breach of protocol for a new member of the EC, but in deference to her

status as a spouse, sat next to Meles; a seat usually reserved for more senior members of the EC.

Azeb now has multiple responsibilities as head of the Social Affairs Committee in Parliament; as
EC member of both the TPLF and the EPRDF; and as the most-feared board member of
EFFORT. However, there is nothing in her intellectual and job-related background to indicate
that she is qualified and prepared to undertake these tasks. Meles most probably knows this. But
maybe he needs time to realize that he is clearly failing in the delicate act of balancing his duties

as a party leader and a supportive progressive husband.

In the meantime, we are at least treated to a spectacle akin to the best soap that TV could offer.

Enjoy!

50. Re-writing TPLF’s history - Part I
By Eskinder Nega, September 5th, 2010

The much anticipated book about Meles Zenawi, Meles Zenawi and the Voyage of the TPLF(
Meles Zenawi ena YeHewat Yetegel Gezo), hit the main thoroughfares of Addis early Monday

morning, with vendors confidently displaying dozens of copies for passersby to pickup.

(Up to 5% of EPRDEF’s 5.6 million “members” are Addis Ababans.) It was officially launched on

Saturday, at a gala event in one of the upscale hotels in Addis, presided over by no less a figure
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than the nation’s almost centenarian President, Lt. Girma Welde-Giorgis. An assortment of
Cabinet Ministers with sober expressions, and a who’s who list of Meles’ wide-eyed “admirers”
sat throughout the ceremony mesmerized by the expectation of tales that will establish their
Prime Minister’s god-like status. They left disappointed, though. Most were jaded rather than

inspired. The culprit: unimaginative organizers, many said.

But this is not to say excitement was totally absent. In a deed worthy of the Guinness world book

% <

of records, for example, one of Meles’ “admirers” bought 40,000 thousand copies, according to
media reports. At 60 birr apiece, that comes out to a cool 240,000 birr; a fortune, needless to say,
not only to most of the nation’s citizens, but also to many Westerners teetering on the verge of a

double-dip recession.

And thus the question: Is Meles really worth it?

Eyasu Mengesha, the author, an ex-Colonel turned business-man, who tells us in the opening
pages of the book, “(the TPLF) is everything I am,” indubitably thinks so: “Meles is a great and
respected leader of our country,” he informs us with evident conviction. But he is mute as to
exactly how great he is in relation to the more than 300 hundred leaders of Ethiopia’s past;
perhaps, saving it for one of his two upcoming books under the same title. ( He has written more

than a thousand pages, but will wisely release it in three parts. This is the first book.)

For now, he tells us what has for long troubled him. “ I am alarmed by the belief of some of the
youth which diminishes (the historical significance of) Meles to “a post-victory pseudo-hero,”
confides Eyasu. Thus the need to redeem a misjudged leader; a crusade really, to absolve a

messiah in his own time.

Meles’ story lies within the history of the TPLF, begins Eyasu reasonably. So be prepared for an
elaborate account of TPLF’s history. But his undeclared intention, part of a complex scheme to
create Meles’ personality cult, is also clear from the first pages: a classic revisionist re-

interpretation of history.

This venture to re-write TPLF’s history, while droll for its cerebral and literary pretensions (but

respectable for an Ethiopian Colonel), is a serious reminder of EPRDF’s slide towards the
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politics of personality cult; which had its initiation in the post 2005 elections repressions, and is

now gaining momentum in the aftermath of the 2010 elections.

And somehow, for reasons that are utterly incomprehensible, the re-invention of Meles starts
with his ethnicity. The story starts in Adwa, northern Ethiopia, 20 kilometers from Ethiopia’s
spiritual epicenter, Axum, where Meles was born, “some say in 1954, others in 1955, but
according to the authoritative account of his father, 1953,” writes Eyasu. And then he goes on to
tell us of his grandfather, Mr Asres Tesema, a feudal lord, Dejazmatch, and a loyal functionary in
Haile-Selassie’s government; and of his father, Mr Zenawi, “a noted progressive both in attire
and outlook(in a small town.)” So far so good. His mother, Mrs Alemash Gebre-Leul, appears
next. But not a word of her personal particulars, which is a page long for her husband. Nothing
about where she was born, of her parents, her upbringing, her education, all things we learn
about her husband in the preceding two pages. Her Eritrean ethnicity and origin is obviously
taboo in the mythologized version of Meles. A “pure” Meles has apparently been reckoned
necessary. Why not then create a new him by the power of collective amnesia? Eyasu, for one,
has already dutifully expunged all thoughts about her ethnicity. Others need only follow his

example.

Then follows the fairy-tale of Meles’ early years; the superb marriage of his dotting parents, and
Meles as the ideal child growing up: incapable of doing wrong; lovable; innocently playful;
intelligent, and (get ready for this) religiously devout. But no mention of the irrepressible rages
his mother publicly spoke about. In short, as Eyasu describes him, Meles was the faultless child
that every parent dreams about. Not even North Korea’s “Dear Leader” Kim Jond-il , a certified
child prodigy in his early years, according the nation’s Communist party, had a more perfect
childhood and adolescence. But deprived of the eccentricities and shortcomings that are essential
human attributes, the portrait of Meles that emerges is jarringly mechanical and unhuman. It is
impossible to emotionally connect to this romanticized Meles. He has been stripped of his

humanity.

TPLF’s genesis lies in the Tigrayan Natioanl Organiztion (Mahbere Gesgesti Behere Tigray
,Magbet), established by Addis Ababa University students in 1974. Eyasu grudgingly
acknowledges that Meles was not one of the broadly admired founders. Nor was he one of the

renowned eleven, almost all of them members of the Tigrayan Natioanl Organiztion, who
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formally launched the TPLF and its armed struggle on 18 February 1975 (Yekatit 11 1967 by the
Ethiopian calendar) in Dedebit, 900 kilometers north of Addis, the seat of government. Accorded
official recognition as the birth-date of the organization, Yekatit 11 (February 18) has been
colorfully celebrated every year since 1976; and since 1991, for the past twenty years, is a

regional holiday in Tigray.

“A SERIOUS MISTAKE!” shrieks Eyasu.

This is no cry of an irrational man. He has a perfectly plausible reason. The idealized Meles must
somehow be brought to center stage in the saga of TPLF’s genesis. His legacy—his myth—could

not be complete otherwise. History must be re-written.

Eyasu concedes that the armed struggle had indeed began on Yekatit 11 (February 18), “but the
mere launching of an armed struggle does not make an organization,” he argues. TPLF was
really established four months later, he contends, when Meles and Abay finally make it to
Dedebit, and are entrusted with the task of formulating a program and rules and regulations,
which were subsequently all adopted by the organization. “An organization without a program is
an absurdity,” he insists. TPLF came in to being the day it espoused a clearly defined program.
History needs be revisited and revised, he advises thoughtfully. Not only was Meles a founding
member, but, unbeknownst to the public, he was the one who had charted the original course. Of
course, Meles and a select few others know how the true course of events had actually transpired,
Eyasu implies, but are too modest to go against the convention. Someone needs to tell the truth!
(“Students (in school) must read this book,” earnest commentators had said at the launching

ceremony.)

How then do members reward the genius of Meles when the organization’s first leaders were
elected? Inexplicably (for Eyasu), they ignore him and opt for the leadership of Gesese Ayele,
who was one of the eleven; Seyoum Mesfin, who was also one of the eleven; and Mehari Tekle,
who was not one of the eleven but had just left the EPLF(in Eritrea) to be one of the founders of
the TPLF(He assumed the Chairmanship.) A year later, when the founding congress of the party
elected the first batch of CC members, Meles was still absent. And Aregawi Berhe, Giday
ZeraTsion, Seyoum Mesfin, Sebhat Nega and Abay Teshaye become his superiors.
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Evidently, even thirty five years ago people had problem recognizing the genius that is so

palpable for Eyasu.
Brief news from Addis Ababa:
Printing press turns back popular magazine

Berana printing press, a holding of the Ministry of Defense, this week turned back a popular
monthly magazine, Enku, for the “irredeemable crime” of carrying the New Year messages of
two opposition politicians, Negaso Gidada and Seye Abraha. Both spoke of the imprisoned
leader of UDJ, Birtukan Mideksa. Ironically, Ethiopia was hosting an international freedom of

press conference as this was happening.

The EPRDF led government still refuses to grant press licenses to independent journalists,
despite the absence of a vibrant political press after the closure of the nation’s major newspapers

after the 2005 elections.

51. Re-writing TPLF’s history - Part 11

By Eskinder Nega, September 17th, 2010

She was sitting at the corner of Mexico square in downtown Addis, intensely engrossed in a thin
book dangling between her delicate fingers. A book worm myself, I couldn’t resist the

temptation to pop the question.
“Good book, eh?” I inquired. She looked up, and smiled.
“A collection of poems,” she responded, and held up the cover.

“Think I should buy it?” I asked her. One of Addis’ proliferating book vendors, she told me that

poems are popular and sell reasonably well.

“How about those over there?” I queried, pointing to three books displayed next to each other:

Mengistu Haile-Mariam speaks, by Genet Ayele ;Liberty and the dispensation of justice in
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Ethiopia, by Seye Abraha; and Meles Zenawi and the voyage of the TPLF, by Col Eyasu
Mengesha.

“They sell well,” she replied cautiously, no doubt her alarm bells ringing. This is Ethiopia after

all, and who knows what danger lurks behind a stranger boldly venturing in to politics.

“But which one sells the best?” I persisted. She wasn’t smiling anymore. She looked at me

suspiciously. I looked back with the most innocent look I could muster.

“Those sell best,” she said, pointing to Mengistu’s and Seye’s. My laughter caught her off guard.

“How about that one?” I asked, pointing to the book about Meles. She stared back at me, too
afraid to respond. “You know it’s not a crime to tell the truth,” I pressed on. She stood up. And

suddenly, with a daring look, she exploded.

“It doesn’t sell as much as the other two,” she blurted out. “I don’t know who you are. And I
don’t care what happens to me. It’s the truth.” Bemused and delighted by her defiance and

courage, I bought a book of poems she recommended.

Other vendors confirmed what she said (which indicates how unpopular the EPRDF really is),
and I couldn’t help but wonder how the “admirer” of Meles who bought 40,000 copies (which
comes out to 2.4 million birr, not 240,000 birr as I erroneously calculated in the first part of this

article) would dispense of his sizable holdings.

Anyhow, back to the book: Meles Zenawi and the Voyage of the TPLF( Meles Zenawi ena
Yehewehat Yetegel Gezo) by Col. Eyasu Mengesh

MURDER IN THE MOUNTAINS OF TIGRAY.

Six months after the birth of the TPLF, contact is established with the other, slightly older,
Tigrayan organization, the Tigrayan Liberation Front (TLF.) Inspired and encouraged by the
Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF), the TLF was founded a year before the revolution in 1974;
aspiring, according to Eyasu(the author of this book), “ to liberate Tigray from Ethiopian
colonialism.” But it looked to Ras Mengesha, governor of Tigray in the early 70s, and scion of

the Tigrayan aristocracy, for leadership, writes Eyasu contemptuously. ( Ras Mengesha, for the
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record, had no contact with the TLF, nor has he ever sympathized with its cause.) “TLF’s

activities were restricted to Agame(a region in Tigray) and few other cities.”

Wary of the armed conflict between the ELF and its offshoot, the EPLF, both fighting for
independence in Eritrea, merging—not merely forging an alliance—the two Tigrayan
organizations was keenly agreed upon by both sides to avoid a potential catastrophe—armed
conflict between two fragile analogous organizations. (Most Tigrayan students and intellectuals

favored the far more potent EPRP, a pan-Ethiopian grouping, at this time.)

But the sentiment was not unanimous. “ Meles strongly objected to the merger, “ notes Eyasu,
quoting a book, Tsenat, which also dwells on TPLF’s history. In fact, so belligerently did Meles
speak out, Seyoum Mesfin, back then his superior but now his cowed junior as Foreign Minister,
was compelled discipline him. (The punishment is not specified.) The reason behind Meles’
strident objection? (Prepare for a hearty laugh!) “He insisted that a democratic organization (the

TPLF) and an anti-democratic organization (the TLF) could not successfully merge.”

Put to a vote, in which all members of the TPLF participated, the majority opts for union. Meles,
obviously ambitious, but still a middle ranker at this stage, suffered his first political setback.
And damingly, his aggressive discourse singled him out in the wrong way to his peers and
superiors alike, and they were not willing to let it pass. They punished him. Sadly, the penalty
was to have no effect. Apparently, here lies the genesis of an intolerant politician that will one

day derail the nation’s sensitive transition to pluralism.

And had it not been for the failure of the merger, with its tragic and homicidal ending, redeeming
those who had been against it, the trajectory of Meles in the TPLF was in the wrong direction.

The leadership was not happy with him.

Having agreed on a merger, a date was set to consecrate the communion in the presence of all
members of both organizations. On the set date, however, when the totality of both
organizations’ members convened at Zegebela, TPLF members were suddenly inundated with
news of a split within the TLF that had a bloody ending. Allegedly, unbeknownst to the TPLF
leaders who had negotiated the merger, the TLF leadership had been ravaged by a split that

eventuated in scores of people being executed.
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Infuriated, TPLF leaders demand a written confession. TLF leaders, of course, reject the
ultimatum, but still hope for the merger. “What happened next is wrong,” says even Eyasu. TLF
members were disarmed while they slept, and the leadership summarily executed. They were not

tried—they were simply shot in cold blood.

Meles’ part in this tale of treachery and homicide is unclear. Eyasu, to little surprise, stirs clear
from it. As a prominent dissenter to the merger, however, Meles could have hardly been
indifferent to the climax that had suddenly gone his way. But he was not a member of the
transitional CC that run the TPLF at the time. By 1991, when the EPRDF assumed power with
the TPLF at its core, only two members of the transitional CC, Seyoum Mesfin and Abay
Tesahye, remained in the organization. The others had either died or left the party.

With TLF eliminated, the next step for the TPLF was to increase the ranks of its armed fighters;
then still barely over a hundred strong. Thirty people, including the physically frail Meles, were
dispatched to Eritrea as the third batch of trainees. Fifteen difficult days later, they finally make
it to EPLF territory. “And this is where the first strain in the long and difficult relationship
between the EPLF and TPLF occurred,” recounts Eyasu. The training that was sought was
refused, “most probably to please the EPRP,” speculates Eyasu. Outraged and shocked, the
TPLF contingent hurriedly treads back home with the devastating news. EPLF support was

crucial to jumpstart an insurrection in Tigray.

Reading between the lines, it’s clear where Eyasu is heading: The relationship between Meles
and the EPLF suffered at first contact, permanently scarring Meles’ impression. The new Meles

has an anti-EPLF credential deeper and longer than many of his critics!
ETHIOPIAN NATIONALISM AND THE NEW MELES

And then comes what will most probably be one of the most contentious parts of the book. The
setting is the founding congress of the TPLF, held a year after the launch of the organization,
where a leadership was to be elected and the transitional party program, drawn by Abay and

Meles a year earlier, ratified either in its original format or in a revised version.

“A revised version was read to the congress,” says Eyasu, “and it set the goal as the secession of

Tigray from FEthiopia.” A huge controversy erupts. Meles couldn’t have known about the
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revision, argues Eyasu, because he was not a member of the leadership. His critics, however,
maintain otherwise. “On the contrary, “ goes on Eyasu, ¢ Meles spoke passionately against
secession at the congress and was instrumental in its reversal.” Aregawi Berhe at this time being
the dominant personality in the party, Eyasu insists, must have known about the revision. “What
has been propagated is contrary to what had happened,” counters Eyasu.( Aregawi Berhe, who
has left the party and now lives in Europe, allegedly attributes the secession clause to Meles.) In
other words, not only has Meles never flirted with secession, as his critics and rivals

disingenuously charge, but has in fact always been a strong Ethiopian nationalist.
The new Meles is draped in the Ethiopian flag. Ready made hero for all Ethiopians!!!
The end. (Last part of this article will appear the week after next.)

Next week: The EPRDF CONGRESS: AN ASSESSMENT.

52. Seye Abraha and the Ethio-Eritrean war

By Eskinder Nega, August 27, 2010

“I never thought that the war (the Ethio-Eritrean war) would lead me to permanent fallout with
my lifelong friends,” ponders Seye Abraha of his lost camaraderie with Meles Zenawi and his
allies in a book that was released in Addis on Tuesday. “But so apprehensive was I to become of

the ideas they promoted, I lost hope in them in due course.”

“Liberty and the dispensation of justice in Ethiopia” is a 440-page book that Seye wrote after his
release from seven years of imprisonment, accused of corruption during his four years stint as
Defense Minister in the 90s. This is his shot at absolution, the silver bullet that is meant to clear
his name once and for all. He has magnanimously donated the proceeds from the book to his
party, UDJ. Mercifully, the book has been skillfully edited for syntax, punctuation and clarity, a
norm in most parts of the world, but which is mysteriously (and annoyingly) absent from most
Amharic books. At least the copies that I and friends bought are US prints, the quality of the
cover and inside pages, much to our delight, far superior to the local norm. We gladly paid the

asking price: 70 birr.
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As Seye tells it, the crack in the féted harmony that long prevailed between TPLF leaders first
occurred immediately after the outbreak of the Ethio-Eritrean war. “But it was strictly between
Meles and the rest of us,” recounts Seye. Two months after the Eritreans occupied Badme, the
unlikely epicenter of the dispute, leaders of the TPLF sulkily acknowledged the inevitability of
war the nation was ill-prepared for. The Eritreans were clearly the dominant military power in
the horn. “They were vying for political, economic and diplomatic concessions from their
neighbors,” observes Seye. The imperative to regain Ethiopia’s military preeminence, a
dominant heritage of the region, was quickly agreed upon by all the leaders of the TPLF—save
one. “Only Meles took exception to defining our (the nation’s) purpose as that of totally crushing
Shabiya’s (the ruling party in Eritrea) military prowess,” writes Seye. The plan, in other words,
was for regime change. (Some had even grandeur ambitions in private.) But Meles worried about
Eritrea’s independence, then only five years old, and the diplomatic fallout from occupying a
sovereign nation partially or fully. “We went to great length to convince him, and he finally
relented,” narrates Seye. The hard part being over, the next step was merely routine: rubber-

stamping the decision by the broader EPRDF leadership.

A Central Command was set up—-ostensibly entrusted with the responsibility of co-ordinating
the war effort but in reality to monitor Meles. Seye Abraha, Tewelde Welde-Mariam (both form
the party), Tefera Walewa (Defense Minister), Tsadkan Welde-Tensay (Chief of Staff), Abadula
Gemeda (Chief of the Army), Abebe Tekle-Haymanot(Chief of the Air force) and Meles Zenawi
became members of the Command. In time, the Command was to become more prestigious and
powerful than Meles; who, as PM,was the Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces.
But Meles was not really convinced. As Seye sees it, he had only chosen to play the part of
saboteur from inside. And he details how the purchase of Suk-27 planes, which were to play a
crucial part in the war, was almost derailed by a stonewalling Meles. “ First, he said there was no
money (to buy the planes.) When it was ascertained otherwise, it was untouchable because the
IMF said so,” writes Seye with apparent exasperation. The relationship that was once strained,
but which improved markedly when Meles gave in, was now visibly poisoned. “It undermined
our trust in each other,” maintains Seye. But a showdown was not in the cards. “We slowly
swayed Meles in favor of the purchase. Tewelde did most of the convincing,” says Seye. (

Tewelde was Meles’ deputy in the TPLF.)
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The war went splendidly. What the Americans said was impossible, the dislodging of the well
dug-in Eritreans by military means form Badme, was accomplished with lightening speed and
limited casualty to the Ethiopian side. The army was on a roll, highly motivated for more success

on the Central and Eastern fronts.

And this is where, for Seye, the straw that was to break the camel’s back surfaced: the Algiers

Technical Arrangement.

“The Technical Arrangement did not only fail to meet our demand for a return to status-quo-ante,
but accorded partial recognition to the Ertirean’s claim over Badme, the very area we had just
liberated by force of arms,” relates Seye. But Meles, much to the fury of Seye, was in favor of
accepting it. He warned of devastating sanctions contemplated by the international community.
When that failed to make an impression, “he brought up Lenin, Tewedros and Menelik.”
The socialist revolution was possible in Russia because Lenin had the foresight to accept the
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, argued Meles. (Russia had to surrender land to the Germans.) Eritrea is
no Germany, nor is Ethiopia Russia, retorted his opponents. But citing Ethiopia’s past, he
persisted. “Tewedros blundered when he fought the super power of his time, the British, and he
paid with his life. Menelik, on the other hand, had the wisdom to concede part of his country (
Eritrea) to save the far larger part(what is Ethiopia minus Eritrea),” argued Meles. We should

learn from history, he insisted.

But none in his party, the TPLF, and only one from the coalition, Kassu Ilala, an MD turned
politician, was to be swayed by the power of his argument. It was a devastating blow for him, the
clear low point of his political career. He was ready to leave, but his opponents opted(fatefully)
to wait for the end of the war. On a personal level, Seye and Meles could barely tolerate each
other anymore. “This is when we stopped greeting each other,” discloses Seye. It was open war
in all but name. “The climax of our differences had to await the finality of the war. In context of
a nation mobilized for war, publicizing our disagreements would have been disastrous,” writes
Seye. “But while we were fully engaged in the war effort, he (Meles)was plotting our downfall,”
concludes Seye bitterly.

And there is no better way to neutralize your opponents than to accuse them of corruption,

asserts Seye. “ This is the genesis of the corruption charges against me,” says Seye.
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Rumors of corruption exasperate the division within the TPLF leadership. Absurdly, and perhaps
as a sign of its politicization, it abruptly dominates the internal debate only within the TPLF. The
other EPRDF organizations remain totally immune to the allegations and counter-allegations of
corruption that wreaks the TPLF. Upping the challenge, Meles’ opponents propose the
establishment of a committee to investigate. “ We proposed that our personal assets and that of
our immediate relatives be registered and their origins investigated,” says Seye. The response of
Meles is bizarre: “We reject your proposal because we believe in fighting corruption not by

trivializing it to police work and investigations but at the level of the perception that enables it.”

The preposterousness and obvious implication of this response will haunt not only Meles’ legacy

but also all those who had sided with him.

53. The Great Controversy: Abune Paulos’ Statue
By Eskinder Nega, August 20th, 2010

Clad in the distinctive black robe of the Orthodox clergy, Abune Petros, one of Ethiopia’s four
native- born Abuns (equivalent to Bishops) under an Egyptian Copt Patriarch, stood in a
manifestly noble pose before an Italian military tribunal in 1936, the year that Fascist Italy
invaded Ethiopia.

A preposterously pompous Colonel presided over the proceedings. He was visibly relishing his
moment in the spotlight. “The Patriarch has acceded to Italian rule,” began the Colonel darting
his eyes dramatically between the hushed audience and the towering Abun. “Why then do you

alone,”—a deliberate stop here for effect— “choose to disagree? Why did you rebel?”

Though tall, slim and markedly handsome, the Abun dominated the trial with the
overpowering— and reassuring—calmness of his bearing. Nothing disturbed his peace. He
responded in the deliberately restrained tone of a Church elder: “As a Church leader, I have
responsibilities. I owe an allegiance to my Church and country. This is all I have to say to this

court. [ will tell the rest to my creator. Do as you please.”
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Speechless, the judges froze in their seats. A higher authority was affirmed with such confidence,
their skepticism was momentarily shaken. So pervasive was the silence that the drop of a pin

would have been heard.

But few moments later, a death sentence, to be carried out that very same day, was briskly read
out by the Colonel; who was suddenly noticeably dispirited. The other two judges could not even
bear to look up. But as soon as the Colonel finished, Abune Petros compassionately held his
cross high, blessed the judges, and proceeded to pray for them in Geez; once Ethiopia’s
dominant language, now spoken by no community, but dutifully conserved from extinction by

the Church. They did not dare stop him.

Eight Italian army privates awaited him to pull the trigger simultaneously. He stood facing a
wall, to be struck by a hail of bullets from the rear. As is customary, an Italian Officer
approached him to read the death sentence (absurdly, in Italian) one last time. His legs and hands
trembled as he did so. When he finished, the Abun, calm as ever, kissed the Bible he was
carrying; blessed the crowd that had assembled to witness the execution; and then, with an
expression serene more than ever, took out a watch from his pocket, noted the time, and placed it

back in his pocket. He was ready to meet his creator.

The soldiers stood twenty feet behind him, and were kneeling when the order to fire came. Not a
single bullet missed him. No one doubted that his end had come to pass. But the medical doctor
who had to ascertain death looked up with stunned expression. Eight bullets had not killed the
Abun. He was still alive. The crowd stirred. A solider stepped in hastily, and fired three more

bullets. Each one struck the skull.

Five years later, Ethiopia was free from the pagan Fascists. A grateful Church and nation revered
no one more the martyred Abun. But however much he was held in high esteem, there were no
calls to erect his statue by the Church or its followers. When his statue was finally built, it was at
the site of his execution and was commissioned by the government. In deference to Orthodox

tradition and the sensibilities of adherents, no statue of his has ever been built near a Church.

Three and a half decades later, a ferocious social revolution raged in Ethiopia. It was time for the
theocracy that had endured for 1600 years to unravel. No mission, after land to the tiller, was

held with more fervor by revolutionaries than the total subservience of the Church to the new
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order. But, to few surprises, the prospect of subservience to a hostile state was roundly unpopular
in the Church. The consensus was for political neutrality and Church independence. And the
Patriarch, Abune Teweflos, was fully prepared to be martyred for the cause. As such, in a
deliberate move to assert the Church’s independence, he appointed five Abuns; one of whom

was the present Patriarch, Abune Paulos, without consulting the government.

For the Derg, this amounted to nothing less than open rebellion. The dismissal and imprisonment
followed in quick succession. Both were unprecedented in a nation where the person of the
Patriarch had always been inviolable. The Patriarch’s arrival in prison is here recounted in an
autobiography by a prisoner, Abera Jembere, a high official in Haile Selliase’s government held

under preventive detention for over seven years:

“It was past midday when he came. Bare footed and handcuffed, the Patriarch was being pushed
and shoved by soldiers as they steered him to a solitary confinement cell. Inside the tiny room,
they ordered him to lie down, chained both his hands and legs to a bed, and locked the door from
outside. “Keep a close eye on this devilish priest,” barked an Officer as he headed back to his

office. Shocked by the spectacle, prisoners had frozen in their tracks.

He would neither eat nor drink. He persisted for seven days despite numerous pleas by prison
officials. Finally relenting to his determination, his door was flung open on the eighth day, was
unchained from the bed, and prisoners were urged to prevail upon him. His solitary confinement
came to an abrupt end. But weeks were to pass before he was to eat again. He sustained his fast.

Spirit had clearly prevailed over body. (THE END)”

The next twenty eight months passed with his continued incarceration in a maximum security
prison on the grounds of the Great Palace, few hundred feet away from the very seat of power.
And then, out of the blue, at the peak of Mengistu’s prestige and power in late 1982, and when
the revolution had finally stabilized, he was moved to a secret prison in north Addis Ababa for

his final rendezvous with death. He was never tried in a court of law.

His end was tragically malicious. He did not see his murderers. As had happened to Abune
Petros, they chose to strike from behind. They used barbed wires to choke him to death. It was a
slow, brutal and painful death. He was buried in a mass grave. And thus came to pass the most

horrifying murder of a Patriarch in the annals of Christianity. His story is one of the Church’s
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most cherished, and the power of its message resonates with all religions. But in line with

Orthodox tradition no statue of his has been erected, nor has their ever been a proposal to do so.

Then, just what exactly did Abune Paulos, the current Patriarch, do more than the two martyred
Abuns to deserve a statue, with the obvious consent of the Church bureaucracy he leads, and

contrary to Orthodox tradition, at the largest church in the country?

Statuary was rejected by Orthodox Christianity because the dimensional representations were
considered to glorify the human flesh rather than the divine spirit. Orthodox iconography, which
has a rich history in Ethiopia, was alternatively developed to emphasize the spiritual holiness of
figures rather than their humanity. And thus, no statues have ever been built for Abune Selema,
who brought Christianity to Ethiopia; Yared, who developed the Church’s sacred gospel music;
Lalibela, who built the Church’s greatest relic, the rock-hewn Churches in Lasta; and Abune
Tekle-Haymanot, Ethiopia’s greatest native-born Saint. But they have all been amply represented

by Ethiopian iconography.

Why is Orthodox tradition being uprooted?
THE END.

A reminder:

Ideally, politics should be debated civilly. It rarely happens though, both in Ethiopia and the rest
of the world. But when the same coarseness trespasses into the realm of religion it becomes

blasphemous. Please let’s keep it civil at least when religion is involved.

54. Mission impossible: Repackaging Meles Zenawi

By Eskinder Nega, August 13th, 2010

“There are times when I have to flutter an eyelid several times to make sure that all this is not a
dream,” says Meles Zenawi, marveling at the miracle of EPRDF’s successful insurgency that

propelled him to the helm of the nation. “In milieu of the Derg’s superiority in arms and
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numbers, and the distressing poverty of the people we mobilized to fight it, | am amazed that we

prevailed,” ponders Meles in a new book.

The first of two books about Meles Zenawi slated for release before the New Year came out in
Addis on Tuesday. “ Meles Zenawi: Childhood to Maturity” is a clever 150 pages long anthology
of Meles’ select interviews — some widely publicized, others much less so — over the past two
decades. “In the fifteen years I spent as a (government) journalist, I was unable to come across a
single writing that dwells exclusively on who Meles is as a person,” laments Teku Baheta, the
author, in the prologue to the book. This is his attempt “to fill a small part of the void.” The
second book, at over a thousand pages, is much more extravagantly ambitious than Teku’s
modest taking and is authored by a Colonel in the army, who will also attempt to tell us, as he
sees it, who the real Meles is. It is scheduled to come out just before the New Year. Both books
are part of a semi-official drive to repackage the public profile of Meles Zenawi, long tattered by
his public tantrums. This promises to be the ultimate Mission Impossible task; particularly in
light of EPRDF’s ludicrous 99.6% “win” in this year’s elections. (The Harari regional
government and Ethiopian Telecommunications covered part of the printing costs of Teku’s
book. No doubt many more have clamored to ease the Colonel’s “financial burden.” Will he

reveal their identities in his book?)

The book starts with Meles’ rather feeble attempt to undo damage unleashed by his mother’s
innocent slip of tongue.(“ He threw whatever lay in front of him when provoked,” she had told
Aser, an EPRDF controlled magazine, of Meles’ younger years. How this passed the sharp eyes
of party censors is one of the great mysteries of the EPRDF. Many suspect party infighting.) An
unnamed journalist asks him to comment about his mother’s remark: “Very rarely do I lose my
temper,” says a clearly flabbergasted Meles. Alas! All this is on page three. Not the best of starts

for a revamping effort.

She reappears on page thirty-nine, again courtesy of the same interview with Aser. What she
uttered in motherly innocence is already dodging his legacy: “God save him from repeating the
mistakes of past leaders.” She passed away four years before the 2005 elections. Asked to
comment, Meles stands powerless before the penetrating insight of her common sense: “One
person alone could not live up to those words,” he replies rather meekly. And desperate, he runs

to hide behind his party: “Only the party could ensure that,” he winds up.
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“In a skirmish with Derg soldiers in the vicinity of Adi Daro, a bullet scratched my head,” says
Meles of his extraordinary brush with death during the insurgency. In the same breath though, he
underplays the significance of the event, “the wound was not deep. My life was never in danger.”

Is this false modesty? Or is it the words of a brave man? Take your pick.

Four pages later, a sensational admission suddenly surfaces. “We (the EPRDF) passed multitude
of wrong decisions,” he says. But a surprise is in store. “I have no regrets (about the wrong
decisions.) None of them were intentional. We thought we were doing the right thing.”
Obviously, the conceit of a privileged person who has never been held accountable for his

decisions. A privilege, needless to say, that is absent in democracies.

In subsequent pages, Meles speaks of the downside of life at the top(as they all say, its lonely up
there), of his advent in to politics, and how he really is not indispensable to the EPRDF. “There
is no scientific explanation for the indispensable person,” says Meles. (Aigaforum’s old guards:

How do you respond?)

Then a jerk twenty years back in time, to 1990, when Meles was visiting Washington for the first
time. “Most of the time I listen to the Amharic service of the VOA,” Meles tells Paul Henze,
who interviewed him at the newly purchased EPRDF office in NW Washington D.C. Fast
forward to the present, and Meles tells us somewhere in the book that he has time only for
satellite television. Radio is no more part of his world; no doubt simplifying his decision to jam

his once favorite station. Unfortunately, the same could not be said of the rest of the nation.

The bombshell comes roughly half way in to the book, on page sixty-two to be exact. Positioned
to the left at the top, five bold words dominate the page: What is democracy to Meles? He
responds in three crunchy sentences, neatly summed up in five lines. “To me democracy is the
people’s partaking in shaping the policies that affect their welfare,” says Meles in the first
sentence, eerily echoing the sentiment of left-leaning authoritarianism. “Whether this is
facilitated by 50, or 5, or even 1 party is secondary to me,” he asserts in the second sentence,
denying (a change of heart after the 2005 elections) the irrevocable linkage between pluralism
and democracy. “So democracy to me is essentially enabling the people to have meaningful
participation in the fundamental issues that matter to them.” This apparently is a very different

person to the one Paul Henze spoke with twenty years ago. His sentiments and loyalties are
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visibly changed. He thinks democracy is possible without pluralism. (It would be too cynical to

assume that his pose was a ruse from the very beginning.)

But he himself dreads the possibility of living under a dictatorship. (That is, one he is not
leading.) Here is a journalist raising the possibility with him: If you have to choose between
democracy and bread (in other words, rapid economic growth), what would be your pick, he asks
him. “Death is preferable to total submission. That is why we fought (the Derg.) Whatever the
(intellectual) rationalization, there are some things I can not tolerate,” says a self assured Meles.
Admirable!! Would it be too bold to assume that a 99.6% electoral victory by any party other
than the EPRDF is one of them, sir?

And his thoughts on Mengistu, the man he replaced? “From my perspective, he is effectively in
prison. He hasn’t really escaped.” Would he ever forgive Mengistu? No. But he is not blunt

about it. This time he hides behind lofty words. The impassioned Meles is no where in sight.

And finally, the people he likes and loathes: “Good or bad, I have high opinion of a person who
has principles. I am not comfortable with an unprincipled person, one who vacillates; even if that
person is our (EPRDF) supporter. A person who knows what he likes and dislikes, and doggedly
stands up for things he believes in carries weight with me. That is the kind of person I call a good

person.”

Hope that the many sycophants in Addis (and the cyberworld) will buy and read the book.

55. EPRDF’s Myth of Invincibility

By Eskinder Nega, August 7th, 2010

Medrek announced plans to transform its loose coalition to the elevated status of a “front” at the
end of last week. Its constituent members dipped to six from the original eight, after dropping
one of its two Pan-Ethiopian groupings and its lone Somali based organization. The rotating
presidency has now gone to UDJ’s deputy, Gizatchew Shiferaw; a position he will hold for four

months.

184



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

Few of the opposition’s even most ardent supporters clamored to celebrate, though. The painful
delay notwithstanding, the public was still aching to hear about plans for resistance against this

year’s vile “election results.” Anything else was unavoidably an anti-climax.

But the announcement was deliberate for the leaders of Medrek. Having decided against
resistance, news of an impending restructured alliance, which the public has long supported,
seemed a fitting surrogate to placate public mood. “The election was stolen. But we will not
engage in a scuffle with (the) muggers,” said Dr Beyene Petros, Medrek’s new spokesperson.
The opposition’s response is to acquiesce to the new reality, not lead a peaceful heroic resistance
as many of its supporters— and some in the international community, too— had anticipated and
hoped. The opposition is in fact already looking ahead. As one of the leaders of Medrek
informed local media this week: “We would like to negotiate with the EPRDF about the
upcoming election.” (Local elections are due in about two years time. The last time they were
held, the EPRDF “won” 100 % of the seats.) And thus, the spirit of resistance, which attained its
apex in 2005 when the CUD, Press and Diaspora trio challenged the election results, has been
bluntly rejected by all political parties in 2010. Not a single party has opted—and dared— to

carry the mantle of resistance.

What happened? Is this really a strategic retreat warranted by lack of preparedness? Or does it

denote a state of psychological vulnerability that is incapacitating Ethiopia’s opposition?

Ethiopia’s opposition is no match to the EPRDF. Even absent the opposition’s conspicuous
military muscle deficit, EPRDF’s discipline, grassroots presence, and quality of middle rankers
gives it a decided advantage. In sharp contrast, the opposition is undermined by a variety of
inadequacies: lax discipline, weak grassroots, lack of finance, and more seriously, the stigma of
recurring failures. But it is exactly the need to beat these shortfalls and save the legal opposition
that the inspiring weight of its leaders is now much in demand. Only one election season has
elapsed since the inspirational power of few opposition leaders was able to score a seemingly
impossible electoral victory. They were constrained by the very same limitations that hamper the
opposition now. Resisting a fraudulent election by the same means is no more difficult nor any

less achievable.
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No mass mobilization relies exclusively—or even mostly—on party machine in modern times.
As has become of modern politics itself, mass mobilizations are focally media driven in this age
of satellite radio and television and the internet. It is the preserve of the best politicians to know
how to use them. The tide of Nazi victory at the beginning of the Second World War, for
example, was reversed by the ardor of Churchill’s rhetoric and the allure of Roosevelt’s fire—side
chats, both conveyed to the people over the radio, not by the military prowess of the UK, the US
or any of the other democracies. None of them were prepared for the brutal efficiency of the Nazi
war machine. Resistance seemed futile, and the cries to give up were strident and seemed more
attune to the rapidly unraveling reality. But Roosevelt and Churchill eloquently differed, and
went on to famously win the century for democracy. The lesson they left behind for future
generations reverberates till the end of time: An inspired people will always beat the odds. Lack
of preparedness is an obvious disadvantage but it does not necessarily have to be an

incapacitating one.

We know from the 2005 election that a sizable segment of the opposition—even within the
CUD, including some who were imprisoned— had already been rendered motionless by a state
of psychological defeat. To this group, any altercation with the EPRDF is perceived as an
overwhelming encumbrance. In its mythologized world the EPRDF is invincible, positioned
always to win. All attempts to successfully face up to it is deemed as impractical and emotional.
The imprisonment and subsequent implosion of CUD’s leaders is the irrefutable evidence for the
veracity its conviction. Such helplessness dominates its every calculation. And in its state of
psychological melancholy, it is temperamentally unable to comprehend the merits of resistance.
Its despondency is hostile to every precept of resistance. There is, in other words, a discernable
class within the Ethiopian opposition that has internalized helplessness. That much is certain.
The question is: has it been allowed to hold Medrek—whose working ethos is the impractical

consensus rather than the practical majority vote—hostage?

One could not help but suspect so. There is no other plausible explanation for the paralysis that
has afflicted the opposition. It is high time to address the problem of defeatism within the

opposition.

Such defeatism has cloaked the EPRDF with a myth of invincibility. Such myth is already being
energetically expressed by many of EPRDF’s supporters amidst the public. The series of events
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in which “the EPRDF triumphed over the Derg, defeated the Eritreans in the border war, and
cleverly maneuvered the collapse of the CUD” are promoted as confirmation of EPRDF’s
irrefutable superiority. And when the opposition demanded re-run of the election, EPRDF
supporters could not help but mock it for daring to flirt with resistance when all evidences, as
they see it, caution against it. But what is troubling is not that gullible grassroots believe the
myth, but that its leaders have also come to believe in it. Their intransigence is now intertwined

with this self-perception.

At the end of the day, myth will not get the EPRDF very far. Its potency is limited to the extent
that it is believed by the opposition and the public. This is where the role of opposition leaders
becomes critical. The admixture of the opposition’s perceived helplessness and the EPRDEF’s
aura of invincibility has suddenly crowded public discourse after this year’s election. And it is
threatening to grow in to a mortal threat to the legal opposition. This is no problem for a party
machine. It could only be overcome by a lucid inspirational display of will to resist—peacefully

and legally— by the opposition. It is necessary and possible.

56. Mengistu Haile-Mariam Speaks

By Eskinder Nega, July 30th, 2010

Ethiopia’s impenitent ex-dictator, Mengistu Haile-Mariam, is back in the limelight—nineteen

years after his ouster and just before the publication of his much anticipated memoir in the US.

The second series of interviews between him and Genet Ayele, daughter and ex- wife of soldiers
in the army he had once transformed in to one of the best and largest in Africa, but now married

to a Frenchman and comfortably settled in Paris, came out to little fanfare in Addis last weekend.

The astounding triumph of the EPRDF in acquiring the publishing rights of the first series of
interviews, some eight years ago, had been significant not only as an obvious public relations
bonanza, but no less for the damage to the power of the message when it was dismissively
published by the chief culprit of its content. Genet’s rather insensitive(and ill-advised) attempt to
dismiss the controversy this generated to “old retarded journalists” ( Yedero ajuza gazetenoch, as

she rowdily calls them) is at best inane, but most probably signifies her increasing proximity to
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people in power; one of whom, Endrias Eshete, she unabashedly lauds in flowery words in the

first pages of her new book.

Why then would Mengistu receive her at his residence in Harare several more times and oblige
her with interviews for a second book? Perhaps he is telling the EPRDF that they had not
succeeded in thwarting him, that it was he who had in fact outmaneuvered them by making them
think that they would steal his thunder by publishing him, and used them to relay his message to
the people. Or maybe not. And he could just be too isolated and confused to keep abreast of
current events. We will have to wait for his memoir, and hopefully he will provide us with an

unambiguous (and truthful) answer there.

This is a far thinner book than the first, which is several hundred pages more. Of the hundred and
ninety pages of the new book, less than ninety carry Mengistu’s words. The rest—in effect more
than half the book—are interviews with an array of unnamed officials of his regime. Amazingly,
almost twenty years after the collapse of the regime, all but one, Dawit Welde-Giorgis , still
insist on speaking anonymously. Priced sensibly at 35 birr, it falls reasonably within the reach of
the urban elite. Vendors have displayed it prominently, and cheerfully affirm that sales are

robust.

Few are surprised that sales are strong. The Ethiopian public has frequently adored its strong
leaders. And when they are visibly absent from the public domain in confusing times (as is the
current aftermath of EPRDF’s outlandish 99.6% “win”), nostalgia for them—even those of the

wrong genre—becomes overpowering.

Perhaps it is instinctive, implanted in Mengistu’s genes; or it could be his most cherished lesson
from his training as an Officer; or it could even be the most enduring mark of his seventeen years
in politics; but what ever its origins, doubt not that he lives by the adage that pronounces: “the
best defense is the best offensive.” Reading his words, it’s easy to imagine him speaking with his
head held up, his eyes intense as ever, his tone habitually defiant, and his charisma still

dangerous, infectious and intact.

But it is also confidence that is at times direly overplayed. A case in point is when he is
confronted with calls for his act of contrition; the need for him to publicly seek for the nation’s

absolution. He stubbornly refuses to budge: “We fought them (his opponents) when they sought
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to dismember the nation. Is this why I should seek exoneration?” he asks defiantly. But it was
not only armed separatists that had lost their lives, nor were they only the ones to be tortured,
imprisoned and forced in to exile during his years in power. Many others became victims
needlessly. How, for example, could the bombing of Hawazen be explained? Or the wanton
destruction of Massswa? Or the Red Terror, which demanded “the death of a thousand anarchists
(EPRP members) for every life of a revolutionary?” His ornate rhetoric notwithstanding, he

clearly falls short here. He will have ample room to correct himself in his memoir.

“If I had resigned on my own accord, to whom would I have transferred the reigns of power?” he
inquires rhetorically at one point, musing over the reluctance of African leaders to give up
power. “To Weyane?( Laughs!)” Even nineteen years later, his eloquent criticism of the
diminished patriotism of EPRDF leaders remain forcefully (and disturbingly) biting as ever. And
his contempt for his successor is more palpable. “We did not even know his (Meles’) name,”
says Mengistu. He criticizes him personally for “petitioning the UN to dismember his own
country.” No leader in history has ever done that, Mengistu insists; clearly implying that the

judgment of history will be far harsher on Meles than it will be on him.

His anti-Americanism remains livid as ever. “We thought that the proletariat would eventually
run the world. But it is the Americans who have assumed that position,” he tells Genet
remorsefully. “The American people have changed,” he says, and speaks of their opposition to
the war in Vietnam. He criticizes them for supporting the invasion of Iraq. “Is there no
(international) law? (to protect the weak from the strong)” he asks. Of Africa, he speaks of a
crippling culture of corruption. “Ethiopia did not have the same problem. African leaders looked

at us with envy.”

Mengistu spoke of a web of conspiracies that had always plagued his regime. “There were nine
assassination attempts against me,” he maintains, “but people know of only one.” And he details
of an alleged plot hatched by a General, Gezmu(last name not given), in which his deputy, Fikre-
Selassie Wegderese, and his security chief, Tesfaye Welde-Selassie, are possibly (but not

definitely) implicated “I heard about it after I left Ethiopia,” he reveals, a bit menacingly.

With his benefactor, Robert Mugabe, now over eighty years old and most probably serving his

last term in office, isn’t Mengistu worried about extradition? “ Mugabe fought and liberated his
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country from colonists. But I am here as a guest of the Zimbabwe people. I am not a personal

guest of Mugabe. And veterans of the liberation struggle are well aware of this fact.”

Finally,his book. “We (his regime) have been likened to Mussolini and Hitler and sullied,” says
Mengistu of those who write of his legacy. “Repeat lies often enough and they will be mistaken
for the truth. I have to set the record straight.” The book will have four parts. The first part is
slated for a deliberation on history, which Mengistu feels is grossly misconstrued, but will also
deal with the war against Somalia, in which he was one of the principal actors. “The second part
will address the Eritrean issue and the war in the north in general,” says Mengistu. The third part
will be on overview of his regime’s international relations. The last part, the fourth, will offer an

insight in to why and how his regime collapsed.

Well, it’s about time, sir. Nineteen years is a long time to prepare a memoir. But now that it has
finally come to see the light of day, be advised that you must tell the truth and nothing but the

truth. You owe the people at least that much.

57. A New Opportunity for the Opposition
By Eskinder Nega, July 23rd, 2010

Ethiopia’s highest court, the Court of Cassation, this week passed a ruling against Medrek’s

legal bid for a re-run of the election in unyielding words:

“No substantial case for a re-run has been presented,” it said of Medrek’s 80-pages long
petition; concurring in almost exact words with an earlier ruling by the Supreme Court. This
being the end of the legal recourse (but not the constitutional and political recourse), Medrek,
rather to the surprise of its supporters, did not even feign an outrage; but in line with its abruptly

subdued tone after the election, simply relayed the news to select journalists.

Both the public and the international community received the news with a prolonged yawn. No
one expected a fair hearing. EPRDF, and more specifically its principal extremist, Bereket
Simon, whose mere presence, let alone prolonged engagement, is a kiss of death on democratic

values(he headed a judges oversight body), has damaged the integrity of the judiciary to such an
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extent that, according to a study commissioned by the ECA(The African Governance Report 2—
2009), the UN offshoot in Addis, experts deem it more corrupt than the Nigerian judiciary.
Eighty percent of judges, according to Western diplomats in Addis, hail from the nation’s least
prestigious law school, that of the highly politicized Civil Service College. Ultimately, the legal
scuffle only served to reinforce a long embedded—both locally and internationally—conviction

about a judiciary trusted only by the EPRDF.

There is no question now, two months after the farcical election “results” were announced, that
the opposition had faltered in its response to a looming threat against its existence. A public
outraged by the election “result” had intuitively looked to it for leadership; but in a moment of
irksome hesitation, it failed to respond in the prompt manner the situation had warranted. But
hopefully, the final decision by the Court of Cassation would now compel it to a new beginning.
The situation is redeemable; the people, though disappointed, could be swayed—of course, all

stringently within the constitutional and peaceful enclosure.

But as the beleaguered opposition ventures to a future that is tentative at best, it needs to ponder
on two issues deeply: What caused the moment of—still lingering— hesitation when its very
existence was under threat? And what could be learned from Lidetu Ayalew’s political oblivion;
a fate from which the EPRDF (its Machiavellian benefactor) was unwilling—and unable—to

save him from?

The danger of political vacillation is exemplified no better than in a recent event in the EPRDF.
It is a narrative of how Meles Zenawi triumphed over his rivals in the TPLF in the early 2000s.
He was virtually ousted from power after losing an internal debate over the Technical
Arrangement, a blueprint for cease fire drawn by the international community that ignored a
fundamental Ethiopian demand: restore status-quo-ante before engaging in formal negotiation
with the Eritrean government. At a low point for him, a group of African leaders, who were in
Addis for an annual AU head-of-states gathering openly queried “if a coup-detat had taken place
in Ethiopia.” But even his ardent rivals, who were by then convinced that he should be removed,
inauspiciously hesitated, calculating(wrongly, as we now know) that they could remove him with
no less ease after the war had been fought and won. But the right moment to remove him
elapsed, never to return again; even though the war he was against had gone Ethiopia’s way. A

rare chance had been allowed to slip fortuitously. (But in fairness, he too had share in the victory.
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But that is another story.) Having learned from his rivals’ mistake, Meles went on to demolish

them at the first opportunity.

Meles’ rivals are now valuable part of the opposition. Their experience is instructive: in politics
opportunity knocks only rarely. It should be exploited at the first opening. This is why if the new
opportunity created by the ruling of the Court of Cassation is wasted, a long dry spell would be

inevitable—one that would threaten the existence of the legal opposition.

The opposition has an exciting assortment of leaders. They are educated, have experience, are
well intentioned, and crucially, are trusted by the people. The post-election paralysis could not
reasonably be attributed to the quality of leadership. The shortcoming is rather in the lack of
strategy. No one prepared for 99.6% “win” by the EPRDF. Its announcement triggered a
confusion in which no one knew where the opposition was going what objectives were suddenly
reprioritized. It was a predictable reaction to a profound surprise. Considered from this
perspective, the opposition’s moment of hesitation after the election “results” were announced is

fathomable.

But two very long months have since passed. A new situation has cropped up in the meantime,
and its time to craft a new strategy that will soberly define what the opposition’s response will be
to the outrage of the election “result.” On this strategy hangs the fate of the legal opposition. This
is an undertaking that will test the smarts of the very best the opposition has; and all things
considered, the odds are in their favor to articulate a sagacious roadmap. But in these difficult
times, the deeply entrenched blame culture in Ethiopian politics poses a particularly menacing
threat to them. This is a time when the focus should be on opportunities and not on problems.
Which way the opposition goes will be a reflection of the strength of leadership. It must establish
the potency to fight and defeat the blame culture that has recurrently damaged the cohesion of

the opposition.

The Ethiopian public abhors weakness more than injustice. In this respect, it is in tandem with a
global trait; one that binds all cultures. This is why so many people express preference for the
EPRDF over Lidetu Ayalew. Despite the cynical effort by Lidetu to spin his apparent cowardice
in 2005 in to a chronicle of an ideological rift between an extremist and moderate leadership, his

cowardly retreat from an epic confrontation ensued in the full glare of the public and has
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relegated him to political oblivion. Not only will this episode haunt his future political career (to
his credit, he still hasn’t given up), but it will also dominate his legacy. The failure of the EPRDF
to prop him at a crucial juncture goes to show, in part, how contemptuous it is of weakness and
cowardice. ( But it hasn’t abandoned him altogether. They expect him to be handy if the
opposition re-emerges strengthened.) EPRDF hates all things that is not part of it, but its Davis
and Goliath story when it fought the Derg predisposes it to at least respect those who have the

vigor to stand up for their beliefs.

There is a fine line between recklessness and cowardice. It is not beyond the power of opposition
leaders to position the optimum balance between the two poles. By finding that point, the ruling
by the Court of Cassation gives them an opportunity to lead from the center. They should seize
it.

58. To Donors: Time to Stop Aiding EPRDF

By Eskinder Nega, July 10th, 2010

Coming only six years after the Watergate calamity, Ronald Reagan was almsot literally “the
man on a horseback” who rode triumphantly in to Washington to save the disconsolate

Republican Party.

( And the country, many of his partisans insist.) His victory was celebrated in many capitals
around the world, too; but with no more passion than in Pretoria, South Africa, where a morally

bankrupt apartheid precariously held sway.

By the time Reagan secured the presidency in the early eighties, UN resolution 1761, which
called for comprehensive sanctions against South Africa, was two decades old. But because the
practicality of sanctions, if not the moral grounds, was adamantly disputed by Western countries,
the resolution was not implemented by most rich countries upon whom the South African
economy—the largest and best in Africa—relied on for its vitality. As British PM Harold
Wilson, of the labor party, opined in 1964, two years after the resolution was passed, “even if the
sanctions are fully effective, they would harm the people we are most concerned about—the
(black) Africans.”
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Reagan came to office not merely as a reluctant sanctions disclaimer in the tradition of Wilson,
but a keen ally of South Africa against the spreading influence of the Soviet Union in Africa;
delighting and invigorating the ruling National Party in Pretoria. Instead of sanctions, Chester
Crocker, Reagan’s Assistant Secretary of State for Africa,, formulated a policy of constructive
engagement; which envisioned using incentives to push South Africa away (slowly, he admitted)
from apartheid. But only three years later, a fatal blow against constructive engagement was to
be delivered courtesy of Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who called it “ an abomination, an
unmitigated disaster” during a widely publicized visit to the US. The alliance (against

communism) between Washington and Pretoria, he said, was “immoral and evil.”

Graciously but intractably rebuffed by “realists” in Washington, the Archbishop, a Nobel peace
prize winner, returned home with few converts to his credit within the Reagan administration.
But his effect on the rest of the nation, including the Republican Party, was so powerful it took
only two more years before a Republican controlled Congress was to overturn a Presidential veto
and impose devastating sanctions; which was one of the key ingredients that made a peaceful
transition to democracy possible. In fact, the subsequent unconditional negotiation between the
South African government and the ANC, the largest black liberation movement, would have
been implausible without the burden of sanctions on the National Party. Thus came the abrupt
end of constructive engagement, toxically tainted by association with apartheid, from the official
discourse of US foreign policy. But almost three decades later, it is still stealthily the defining
theme of many Western countries policies in multitude of authoritarian countries—Ethiopia

being one of the best examples.

By the unanimous reckoning of donor countries embassies in Addis, the entire span of EPRDF’s
two decades rule falls miserably short of international standards. Eighteen years ago, one year
after the advent of the EPRDF to power, when Ethiopia’s first multi-party local election was held
absent major opposition groups, notably the OLF, a key coalition partner of the transitional
government then in power, the shortcoming was noted but tolerated amiably. Constructive
engagement, by now rebranded quite insipidly as “quite diplomacy”, was deemed the best
response. As such, bilateral and multilateral aid to Ethiopia rose phenomenally between 1992
1998, reaching peak levels in both average and total levels, when an unexpected war with Eritrea

put a stop to a rising momentum. But even the war did not deter two countries, the US and UK,
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from sending more aid than ever to Ethiopia; no doubt anxiously hoping that it will buy them

some leverage.

However, the EPRDF doggedly snubbed attempts to influence its internal policies. That
something was amiss with donors’ strategy was vivid as early as 1995, three years after the first
election, when a nationwide election under a new constitution, again held in the absence of major
opposition groups, was marred by serious electoral irregularities as donor countries looked on
helplessly. An additional three years later, an unexpected war was to break between Ethiopia and
Eritrea, and the ultimate test for “quite diplomacy”, buttressed by years of diplomatic, political
and financial investments, summarily crystallized. And much to the exasperation of its architects
it failed the test wretchedly. The EPRDF remained impenetrable, oblivious, and perhaps even
contemptuous, of its international partners. The policy of engagement had clearly and
dramatically failed. It was apparent that sooner or later a radical alteration of policy was

inescapable.

But something of truly momentous proportion was to happen in the meantime: 9/11. And

everything—that is, everything!—changed.

Unsurprisingly, and quite reasonably, the war on terror was thrust to center stage; with anarchic
Somalia elevating the relationship between the US (the largest and most influential donor) and
Ethiopia to a new level of urgency and comradeship. But tragically, with the instinctive
propensity of the Bush administration to hysteria, all other issues were not merely downgraded to
lower levels but were doomed to irrelevance. This single-issue centered relationship was to
culminate in the mid-2000s, at the height of Ethiopia’s backslide to overt authoritarianism in the
aftermath of the 2005 elections, when Ethiopia became the largest recipient of US military
assistance in the horn, with more than 100 US military personnel training and working with the
Ethiopian military. The US and Ethiopian militaries ties included, in the words of a Pentagon
spokesperson (during the Bush presidency), “intelligence sharing, arms aid and training that
gives Ethiopians the capacity to defend borders, intercept terrorists and, “—be prepared for

this—“weapons of mass destruction.”

With the advent of a new administration in the US, this time instinctively but not dogmatically

wary of single-issue dominated relationships, aid bureaucracies, who overwhelmingly favor
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continuation of present policies, had to brace for renewed calls for reevaluation. Changing gear,
a new line of argument was popularized, which maintains that Ethiopia is one of handful
countries where aid money is disbursed transparently and efficiently; unlike the rest of Africa
where much of it is squandered by corrupt officials. But independent researches have since gone
to refute the assertion. The researches show that a substantial potion of aid money poured in to
Ethiopia has been diverted to buy support and vote for the ruling party, admittedly a morally less
reprehensible crime than outright corruption; but still a terrible waste of scarce funds that even
donor countries could ill-afford to throw away indefinitely. And more damningly, Transparency
International, the international corruption watchdog, ranks Ethiopia at 126, below Nigeria at 121,

in its latest corruption perception indexes (2009)

The “results” of election 2010 has profoundly shocked donor countries (and even aid
bureaucracies), too. There is now less resistance to a reevaluation of policy. Perhaps the only
remaining hurdle is the lingering suspicion that the gains of the past few years will be reversed
and that the poor will suffer disproportionately. These are legitimate concerns that need to be
addressed thoroughly and intelligently. But no nation has democratized without some pain and
sacrifice. The public knows this, and informal surveys show it overwhelmingly supporting a link
between aid and democratization. If the donors are serious about the peaceful and legal means to
change that they speak much about, this is the time to step in and support it. It is time for donors

to stop financing the making of a one party state.

59. To EPRDF: Dissolve New Parliament (It is Legal !!!)

By Eskinder Nega, July 2nd, 2010

The preparation for the elections in May 2010 was more than a year in the making in the PM’s
office. Abay Tsehaye, once a fixture in popular imagination as one of several mystic leaders who
were really running the EPRDF behind the public persona of Meles Zenawi, but later to be
demystified, publicly humiliated and now a grateful underling with a ministerial portfolio as
national security advisor approached the PM’s office every morning with a judicious expression.
Invariably, he was impeccably attired, and frequently held a thin folder in one of his hands. And

for what time they deemed necessary, Abay had almost exclusive access (but not always) to the
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PM while he briefed him on an range of national security developments; but which, according to
sources, often ended up being dominated by the approaching elections. Meles had insisted on
preparing thoroughly for mass unrest, particularly in Addis; with a contingency plan even for an
emergency evacuation of the palace. Tens of thousands of security personnel were trained and
deployed in and around Addis; the latest vehicles and firearms purchased; and intelligence (both
human and electronics) was beefed up. All part of a concerted effort “if possible, to deter; if not,
to contain and crush riots.” Indeed, each stage of the plan had gone faultlessly; gratifying
habitually worrying Meles. And they were all to be rewarded when Election Day came and went

peacefully.

But what neither Meles Zenawi nor his security apparatus prepared for, nor foresee, was a party
machine that was to deliver more than it was meant to (the 99 .6% “victory”) — a Pyrrhic victory

that has shattered the moral foundation of the system.

Meles Zenawi approached the election by the book. He set a strategy: win the election by any
means necessary. He afforded an efficient management: look no further than the tens of
thousands of security personnel deployed with clockwork precision. He articulated a unique
political vision: revolutionary democracy, as he eccentrically calls it. And he tried to establish a
personality cult: women and youth were encouraged to wear t-shirts bearing his image.

(Everyone stopped wearing them after the first day.)

What failed spectacularly, while he was busy elsewhere, was thejudgment of his party
underlings. Their obtuse single-mindedness has pushed the system to the brink by giving it an
electoral “victory” that could be believed by none. This illustrates the chronic lack of quality
middle-rankers—the true believers— that is precariously dogging the EPRDF. In the hysteria
that followed the 2005 elections, millions of new recruits were literally conscripted in to the
EPRDF with no regard to standard recruitment guidelines. Many of them have moved up the
ladder to middle ranking positions owing to superior education over long time members. There
was an implicit, though not quite formally articulated, understanding to their mass enlistment:
they will serve and they expect to be rewarded in return. It’s strictly a utilitarian relationship.
And that is what essentiallyprevailed in this election. They were asked to deliver(by whatever
means necessary); they did, and they expect to be rewarded. Beyond that, it’s for the real

politicians to pick up the pieces.
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The EPRDF leadership slyly recognizes that the absence of overt protests by the public is not an
acknowledgment of the new status quo; which has palpably slammed the door on peaceful
dissent in all but name. Neither does it need to be reminded of King Menelik, who after
proclaiming one of his edicts inquired about the public’s reaction only to be told by thrilled aides
that there were none, reportedly said, ¢ Ah, this means they are against it,” to dramatize the
public’s dangerously suppressed anger. This anger will sooner or later seek an outlet; it will not
remain bottled up forever. And the indefensible “result” of the election has also fortuitously
reduced the EPRDF grassroots—who, unlike the party’s top brass, live amongst thepeople— in
to an emotional wreak. No one is winning from this election “result.” This is where the role of
Meles Zenawi is imperative to thwart a looming disaster for his party and the nation. His
domination of his party is no more simply intellectual. A bungled election has elevated it to an
emotional level as well. The party grassroots look up to him to lead them out of moral

wilderness. He should rise up to the call of leadership and foresight.

Here is a roadmap for the EPRDF out of the quandary: even with the specious legal wrangling
over a re-run over, it’s still possible for the EPRDF to legally realize fresh elections within the
coming six months. What is needed is only the political will—really the will of Meles Zenawi—

to dissolve the new parliament in accordance with Article 60 of the Constitution.

Here is the Constitution in its own words:

Ethiopian Constitution: Article 60

Dissolution of the House

1. With the consent of the House, the Prime Minister may cause the dissolution of the House

before the expiry of its term in order to hold new elections.

2. The President may invite political parties to form a coalitiongovernment within one week, if
the Council of Ministers of a previous coalition is dissolved because of the loss of its majority in
the House. The House shall be dissolved and new elections shall be held if the political parties

cannot agree to the continuation of the previous coalition or to form a new majority coalition.
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3. If the House is dissolved pursuant to sub-Article 1 or 2 of this Article, new elections shall be

held within six months of its dissolution.

4. The new House shall convene within thirty days of the conclusion of the elections.

5. Following the dissolution of the House, the previous governing party of coalition of parties
shall continue as a caretaker government. Beyond conducting the day to day affairs of
government and organizing new elections, it may not enact new proclamations, regulations or

decrees, nor may it repeal or amend any existing law. (End of Article.)

Sub Article 1 is evidently originally tailored for the enduring EPRDF strategy to hold on to
power up to the last minute, and when on the verge of being overwhelmed negotiate within the
confines of the Constitution. But whatever the Machiavellian intent of its framers may have
been, it also gives both the PM and the EPRDF the legal framework to correct the present crisis
brought about by the ridiculous margin of “victory”. They need to seize it and employ it to the

advantage of the nation.

As is clearly stipulated in sub-Article 1, the PM can dissolve parliament by the consent of its
majority for what ever reason he sees fit. And what better raison d’étre than an election result
discredited by even those who voted for the “winning” party. Only a simple majority is required
for dissolution, not a two thirds super-majority. But even if the law had required a super
majority, no doubt that EPRDF parliamentarians can be counted on to deliver every single vote
required. Parliamentarians are expected to vote for the party line at all times. Unlike most
democracies, conscience is belligerently discouraged from playing a role in how they vote. In
fact, party teaching maintains that seats won under the banner the party belongs to the EPRDF;
for it to use as it thinks best. A diversion is defined as a breach of contract between voter and
parliamentarian. The penalty is a swift recall, as had once happened against Seye Abraha et al
after their fallout with Meles Zenawi. Parliamentarians will challenge the ethos only at the
certain peril of their political careers. Few will dare to tread on that path if the EPRDF leadership
is to opt for a re-run. But in all likelihood, it is safe to assume that they are less than enthusiastic
about joining a thoroughly discredited parliament and would welcome a fresh election that offer

them some chance of being elected legitimately.
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Once a vote of dissolution is carried out successfully, what willremain is fresh elections in
accordance with sub-Article 3 within six months. Such an opening for the nation and the
EPRDF, entirely withinthe legal and constitutional framework, something the EPRDF is adamant
about, is what Meles should be encouraged to do by his true friends—his true local and

international friends.

60. Ethiopia: The politics of imagined genocide
By Eskinder Nega, January 7th, 2011

The cries of “Shame on you!!!” by groups of protesters occasionally resonate outside the offices

of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). A wide range of issues irk the protesters.

Sometimes it would be the ACLU’s spirited defense of the First Amendment rights of the Ku
Klux Klan. At other times, it would be the no less passionate defense of Neo-Nazis and scores of

other fringe groups.

The convictions of the ACLU and most of the lawyers that constitute the core of its membership,
however, could broadly be described as left-to the-center (in the American, not the European
sense). What then could explain ACLU’s defense of the First Amendment rights of white

supremacists KKK and Neo-Nazis?

“It was no-brainer to take these cases in the sense of the First Amendment principle. Did we
want these cases? Did we want to receive those phone calls?” an ACLU once official told a
group of protesters outside his office. “Hell no, but once it came it was no-brainer. We had to
defend them (KKK).” Chip away the First Amendment rights of extremists and the rights of

everyone else will be endangered, argued the official.

Partially because I have always been inspired by the principled stance of the ACLU, and partly
because I adamantly believe that the trial of the imprisoned Derg officials is not only about our
past, but also, by the power of precedence it sets, also essentially about our future, I have

defended their right to a fair trial (which ranges from prosecutorial impartiality and
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independence to competence of defense lawyers and judges) and disputed their genocide

convictions.

But in doing so, [ have inadvertently been mistaken for a Derg sympathizer. To Professor Tecola
W Hagos, an established public intellectual, whom I respect and admire, I “seem to admire the
arrogance and blood thirsty posturing of those sub-human creatures.” To Frew Kebede Tiba , an
impressive up- and-coming public intellectual, whom I have also come to respect and admire, the
“tone” of my analysis is not only ridden with sympathy for the Derg but could be tainted with an

ulterior motive.

Aghast, I read and read my article, carefully scanning for the tone, the alleged insinuation
between the lines that imply sympathy for the Derg. Alas, I could find nothing! But this is me:
the accused! I concede that I could not be a credible judge. That role would have to be assumed
by third, neutral parties. But until they come out in more numbers(that is, in addition to Abebe

Gelaw), my conscience would not rest without stating this:

I am no more a Dergist for defending the rights to a fair trial of imprisoned Derg officials than
the ACLU is racist for defending the First Amendments rights of the KKK and Neo- Nazis. I
stand for principle like the ACLU; I stand for the truth as a journalist; and because of the
powerful precedent this trial and its outcome sets(indeed, for the whole of Africa not just

Ethiopia) I am worried about the course it has taken as a citizen.

Addressing the issue of genocide, I wrote last week:

“(The widely known) definition (of genocide by the United Nations) was an outcome of a
compromise between Stalin-led Soviet Union and the West in 1948, when the UN was
established. While the West pushed for the inclusion of political groups in the genocide clause,
the Soviets, with the legacy of the Red Terror in their immediate past, resisted, and finally had
their way when it was excluded. To many, the UN convention has been lacking ever since. And
many countries, including Ethiopia, went on to incorporate political groups in their national
genocide laws.”
But curiously, both Tecola (directly) and Frew (indirectly), reproach me for being uninformed
about Ethiopia’s law and basing my analysis (as many people do) on the UN’s incomplete

definition. Thus, Tecola says,
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“Eskinder Nega, after going through some torturous and wrong analysis of the Genocide
Convention and the meaning of “Genocide” (ends up with the wrong conclusion about the Derg
trials.) In the Penal Code of Ethiopia, in Article 281, it is clearly stated that a “political group” is
one of the protected groups. The 1948 Genocide Convention that Ethiopia was among the first to
ratify in 1949, does not mention “political group” as one of the protected groups. Such fact does
not in any way prevent Ethiopia from identifying and prosecuting and punishing crimes
committed against “political” groups. There seems to be a confused understanding of the
interplay of international agreements with domestic sovereign power in Eskinder’s analysis.”

Frew’s account is based on the same premise as Tecola’s:

“(Considering) the fact that the Ethiopian Penal Code of 1957 pre-existed the commission of the
crimes, there is no legal ground for disputing(as Eskinder has) that the suspects could not be
charged with genocide. Yes, our law is not co-extensive with the genocide convention or the
national laws of other countries which excluded political groups from protection, but it does not
contradict any rule of international law and it better protects Ethiopian citizens.”
I am at a complete loss where I overlooked, disputed the right to, or questioned the good
judgment of the inclusion of political groups in the genocide clause of the Ethiopian Penal Code.
On the contrary, in line with Frew’s argument, | believe it was the right thing to do because it
corrects a fundamental shortcoming of the UN convention. Nor did I dispute the right of the SPO
to file charges of genocide. What I questioned was the SPO’s prosecutorial impartiality and
independence in determining whether genocide charges should have been pursued. Politics, more
than the weight of evidence, led the SPO in that direction. The Derg trials should be about justice
as protection and defense of the civil liberties of victims (those killed, tortured and imprisoned)
through due process of law, a process in which prosecutorial impartiality and independence is of

critical importance. The Derg trails do not measure up to this standard.

Professor Tecola also dismisses the issue of the other international standards for the trials that I
had raised. “Another misguided and disingenuous argument is to claim that the judicial system of
Ethiopia in Ethiopia does not meet international standards; therefore the convictions and
decisions of punishments are erroneous. What type of international standard is to be used, and
what authority for such insistence could such individuals present to convince us of the validity of

their arguments,” asks the good Professor.
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Standards and authority there are. Ethiopia is a signatory of the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR.), which protects the right to a fair trial. The statutes of this
covenant are legally binding on Ethiopia. The right to a fair trial is protected in articles 14 and 16

of this covenant. The articles stipulate that all accused persons have a right to a fair trail.
As a minimum, a fair trial must meet these standards:

The right to be heard by a competent, independent and impartial tribunal

The right to a public hearing

The right to be heard within a reasonable time

The right to (a competent) counsel

The right to interpretation

The Derg trials clearly fail short of at least three of these five standards(tribunal, reasonable time
and competent counsel) They bear mightily on the issue of a fair trial. In both the US and New
Zealand, where Tecola and Frew reside, the absence of any one of these standards would be
enough either for an overturning of a conviction or a mistrial. The absence of a broad network of
human resources—qualified judges, prosecutors and defense lawyers— needed to undertake a
major genocide trial would have been a deterrent for a prudent SPO and a government concerned
about a fair trial. Unfortunately for us as a nation, this was not meant to be. And what should

unite us therefore has ended up dividing us.

Both Tecola and Frew fail to vouch for the competence, independence and impartiality of
prosecutors, defense lawyers and judges involved in this saga, but still insist on the sanctity of
the convictions. And frankly, I am distressed that the issue of a fair trial is being underplayed by
two distinguished Ethiopian scholars, particularly when capital punishment is involved.
Professor Tecola has rightly maintained that all countries dispense justice with what they have,
not with what they should have. But this argument would have been more convincing if the
charges were limited to the more earthly “crimes against humanity” and “aggravated murder.”
Only the compelling presence of overwhelming evidence (as in Rwanda) would support an
argument in favor of a genocide prosecution with whatever resources a country has. The
arguments and evidences in favor of an Ethiopian genocide, however, are at best murky. Risking
the complications of a major genocide trial in this context was at best reckless. And crucially, the

outcome has denied us the closure we need as a nation.
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Frew rightly points out “the essence of the law against genocide is not about numbers” but more
of intentions. True. And he goes on to say, “the Derg has tried to eliminate parts of political
groups standing in opposition to its revolution.” Again, true. But does this make the Derg an
anomaly of its time, as genociders would be under normal circumstances? All opposition groups
intended the same for the Derg. Opposition groups also intended the same against each other.
The TPLF, for example, murdered the entire leadership of the TLF, its competitor in Tigray. All
African governments, save Botswana, also intended the same against their opponents. And most
of them killed to that effect. The suppression of Communism in Indonesia, Iran, Chile,
Argentina, Brazil and Spain entailed the lives of tens of thousands Communists in each
country— a terrible, ghastly “permanent solution.” Unlike the Derg, they succeeded in
eliminating entire Communist parties. The lives lost in each of these cases were no less than in
the Derg’s cases—in fact, much more in some of them. By the standard Frew proposes, genocide
stops being an historical aberration and becomes a permanent feature of the pre-1989 past. This
trivializes both the spirit and memory of the true genocides in history—chiefly, that of European
Jews at the hands of Nazis. This greatest of all follies in human history becomes just one more

crime, distinguished from many others only by numbers.

The world changed radically—for the better— with the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. The
moral clarity we have today was only a preserve of the West before the implosion of the Soviet
bloc. Unless past events are contextualized—inside and outside a court—within this framework,
our understanding of them will be fundamentally flawed. And the end result will be imagined

genocides throughout the world.

Finally, Professor Tecola, at the supreme height of his eloquence, reminds us all of the victims:

“(The Derg’s) victims were not dogs and cats, but real human beings: young and old, men and
women, school children and vibrant youngsters et cetera. How about their torrent of blood? Their
suffering? Their memories? It is not some fading memory either; it is seared in the ethos of those
who suffered: Us, millions of Us!”

I hear you, sir. I hear you, loud and clear!!! If you only knew how difficult this is for me!!!

Melakm Gena to all.
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61. Ethiopia’s Derg: Guilty of GENOCIDE or POLITICIDE?
By Eskinder Nega, December 31st, 2010

Remarkably small and frail for his famed ferocity, imprisoned Major Melaku Tefera almost
always stood in the proud poise of a solider half his age, utterly expressionless—the picture

perfect stoic— as he listened attentively to multitude of witnesses’

account of his dreaded years at the helm of Begemder and Simen, one of Ethiopia’s twelve

provinces in the 70’s.

Hot-tempered and ambitious (but probably impeded by having graduated at the bottom of his
class—34th out of 38, according to a recent book),Melaku was barely 25 years old when he
stormed in to the near-anarchic regional capital, Gonder, as an administrator-extraordinaire
allotted with unlimited power. Confronted by an urban youth that had almost rebelled against the
state in its virtual entirety, and a well-armed rural based opposition, EDU, an outfit led by close
relatives and senior officials of deposed Haile-Selassie, inexperienced Melaku was supremely
under-qualified to be any regime’s point-man to stave off disaster in a critical province. But stave

off disinter was exactly what he went on to do—surprising both his friends and critics.

The price of success, unfortunately, entailed considerable human toll(to little surprise.) But much
to the horror of the public, Melaku, a native of the region, defended—even relished— the obvious
excesses. As painfully narrated by scores of witnesses in court, Melaku, who run a personal,
vicious death-squad, insisted that the bodies of his victims, many of them shot in the head from
close range, lay in the streets—where some were eaten by stray dogs. In all, 971 persons, mostly
teenagers, were executed by the orders of Melaku. Thousands more were imprisoned and

sadistically tortured.

When it was time to pass judgment, three judges who presided over the hearings convicted him
unanimously of “inhuman and extra-judicial killings,” torture, and “barbaric cruelty.” They also

found him guilty of one more crime: genocide. The penalty: death, which is still pending.

But have Melaku and the Derg regime as a whole really committed genocide as their convictions

assert? A year after the assumption of state power by the EPRDF, in August 1992, a Special
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Prosecutors Office (SPO), the first of its kind in Africa, was established and mandated with
prosecutorial powers over human rights abuses committed during the 17 years reign of the Derg.
And with the stated intention to prosecute the entire leadership of the regime for human rights

abuses before a national court, a precedent—to much acclaim— was set in Africa.

But “the precedent” was to be plagued by controversy and doubt from the very beginning. For
starters, Ethiopia was a nation chronically deficient in prosecutors who specialized in criminal
law. Worse, the few that existed fell far short of international standards. The same held true for
potential defense lawyers—particularly those related to human rights issues. And to cap it all,
potential judges were no more prepared and adequate for the task that lay ahead. In other words,
the broad network of human resources that the mission required could hardly be met by one of
the least developed nations in the world. There was no way that international standards could be
met. This being a foregone conclusion, the credibility of the outcome—save those related to the

obvious excesses— was marred from the very beginning.

Little surprise then, when it went on to take two years, between August 1992 and October 1994,
for the SPO to file its first charges. And before it was ready to close shop, having prosecuted its
last case in 2006, 12 years and 2 months were to elapse—a world record. This was the longest
trial in human history— a record that will certainly never be surpassed. In this delay of justice—
to which ill-prepared prosecutors, judges and defense lawyers have each amply contributed their
share—Ilies one of the most serious shortcomings( justice delayed is justice denied, as the saying

goes) of the “the precedent.”

Tragically, aside from the extreme delay, there was to be an even more serious controversy. The
SPO, no doubt prodded by the EPRDF, was not content to charge the fallen regime merely with
the uncontroversial counts of “crimes against humanity” and “aggravated murder” ( which would
have sufficed for convictions and the maximum penalty), but charged them, controversially, with

additional counts of genocide.

Genocide is one of the worlds most recognized and widely understood words—cutting across
civilizations, languages and cultures. While the legal and scholastic definition is still a work in
progress, the layman’s conception of genocide is astoundingly astute: wholesale murder of a

people due to their ethnic or racial identities. This is surprisingly close to the most widely known
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explanation of genocide, as articulated by the United Nations Convention on the Prevention and
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (CPPCG): any of the following acts committed with intent

to destroy, in whole or in part,

1-a national,
2—ethnic,
3—racial

4—or religious group,

as such: killing members of the group; causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the
group; deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life, calculated to bring about its
physical destruction in whole or in part; imposing measures intended to prevent births within the

group; [and] forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.”

However, like all things UN, this definition was an outcome of a compromise between Stalin led
Soviet Union and the West in 1948, when the UN was established. While the West pushed for
the inclusion of political groups in the genocide clause, the Soviets, with the legacy of the Red
Terror in their immediate past, resisted, and finally had their way when it was excluded. To
many, the UN convention has been lacking ever since. And many countries, including Ethiopia,

went on to incorporate political groups in their national genocide laws.

But what is the standard for genocide when the political group “is destroyed (only) in part,” as
was the case for the EPRP in Ethiopia?

The international precedent, as set in the Yugoslavia trials, stresses that “the part targeted must
be significant enough to have an impact on the (number of the) group as a whole.” A substantial
portion of the group must physically perish to meet the strict criteria of genocide. (Some
advocate broader criteria.) And gauged from this strict standard, no political group in Ethiopia,
even the EPRP, the Derg’s worst victim, has lost a substantial portion (say,1/4th ) of its
membership to extra-judicial executions. In fact, the vast majority of the imprisoned were not
executed. The case of the head of SPO itself, Girma wakjera, once a member of the EPRP, who
was imprisoned( and tortured) but later released, illustrates the absence of intent to destroy all or

a substantial portion of the oppositions’ members. Ironically, some of the judges who presided
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over the trials had similar stories to that of Girma Wakjera, but still went on to convict them of

genocide.

So, if genocide is to be ruled out, how then are we to describe the thousands of extra-judicial

killings of the Derg?

Barbara Harff and Ted Gurr, two prominent genocide scholars, have coined the term “politicide”
to describe the wide-spread extra-judicial killings “when the victims are defined primarily in
their hierarchical position (in an organization) or political opposition to a regime.” And which is
exactly what best broadly describes the Derg’s victims- particularly during the Red terror, for

which its officials have been mostly convicted of genocide and sentenced to death.

Derg officials have been sentenced to death for the wrong reasons. Whatever the courts have
said, they are not guilty of genocide. And as we consider their plea for forgiveness as a nation,

we must unavoidably take this overriding issue in to consideration.
Last part of this article: next week.

The writer could be reached at: serk27@gmail.com

62. Ethiopia: Forgiving Derg officials for Christmas

By Eskinder Nega, December 24th, 2010

Come January 1974, Ethiopia was quite as a calm sea. The low-key insurgency in Eritrea, the
only organized political movement in the country, was going nowhere. Having successfully

confined the insurgency to the periphery low-lands, the army’s casualty figures

(after more than ten years of fighting) were still remarkably low.The student movement had
peaked in the early 70s but was losing steam as the mid-70s approached.( As were student
movements elsewhere.) But whatever the intensity of the students, their failure to link with the

wider populace had always meant they were benignly semi-tolerable. And for a few years there

208



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

was an unexplained, sudden spur of economic activity. To many, a take-off, closely resembling

that of south east Asia, looked imminent.

But just below the surface were also the simmering dangers. Generously buttressed by the Soviet
Union, Somalia, which had territorial claim over a fifth of Ethiopia’s land mass, was building a
large, highly mechanized modern army—one clearly intended for a Blitzkrieg in the eastern
lowlands. And Ethiopia was lagging badly. (Three years later, a confident, militarized Somalia
struck taking advantage of the disarray at the center.) Haile-Selassie was on the verge of senility;
his designated successor was incapacitated by a stroke; and, fatefully, there were no strong hands

to stir the reigns of government. The regime was visibly drifting.

A month later, in February, the implosion of a new dawn, unsolicited and unorganized, caught
the nation utterly unawares. The catalyst: news of devastating famine in the north and the oil-
shock of 1973 and 1974; which eventually quadrupled prices and triggered unprecedented
inflationary pressures. Between February and June 1974, broad lawlessness engulfed the nation;
threatening an outbreak of anarchy. No civilian government was able to assert authority. To avert
chaos, intervention by the army was only inevitable and necessary. And it came (officially) on 28
June 1974(they had been organizing covertly and half-heartedly for weeks.)A hundred and nine
representatives of the nation’s 40 armed units, ranging from privates to Majors (higher ranking
officers were barred), convened in Addis and established the “Derg”, “Committee” in Geez, once
Ethiopia’s dominant language but now spoken only by the Orthodox clergy. To chair them, they
opted for Major Mengistu Haile- Mariam, in deference to the primacy of the second division,
then the nation’s most powerful, which he represented. No less, his humble background and

dubious ethnicity conveniently personified the revolutionary spirit of the times.

Two and a half months later, the Derg had deposed Haile-Selasssie, on September 12, 1974, and
imprisoned the entirety of the regime’s civilian and military leaders promising “change without
bloodshed.” Three days later, it renamed itself the Provisional Military Administrative Council
and formally assumed state power under a new chairperson, Lt General Aman Andom. But as
soon as the proud General learned—much to his outrage—that the Derg only intended him as a

figure head, while real power still lay with Major Mengistu, a showdown was unavoidable.
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Ninety tense days later, the Derg, incensed and intimidated by Aman’s refusal to play along,
settles on showing—to friend and foe alike—who really was in charge. And tragically, when
nothing more than a simple dismissal of the General would have sufficed (as one of Haile-
Selassie’s senior officials, Aman posed no real danger), the Derg succumbs to inexplicable
hysteria and opts for a massacre; foolishly, and with no apparent due cause, reversing its “no
bloodshed” promise to the nation. Along with Aman, his close associates and bodyguards, more
than 50 other senior Haile-Selasssie officials were brutally murdered and all buried in a mass
grave. The nation was literally stunned in to outraged silence. Not even the harshest critics of the

fallen regime approved.

The backlash was soon in full motion. Scores of opposition groups sprang up; and suddenly, the
nation went from no opposition to host of the largest number of political organizations in Africa.
Oppression bred resistance; not the hoped for submission. And resistance disastrously bred even
more bloodshed. The low-point came three years later, in February 1977, when Mengistu, no
more hindered by moderate Derg members( Brigadier General Teferi Banti et al), whom he had
just eliminated in a Palace-coup, proclaimed the advent of “Red Terror” in response to the

“White Terror” of the Derg’s most adamant opponent, the EPRP.

The concept of Red and White Terrors was imported from the early days of the Russian
revolution, which had resulted in a civil war. Both sides in that war—Red Communists and
White Non-Communists— embraced violence as a vital political weapon, calculating that it
would be indispensable to an eventual victory. Leader of the Whites, Lavar Kornilov, for
example, instructed his army to “set fire to half of the country and shed the blood of three- fourth
of all Russians.” He even ordered the death of “all workers.” The Communists were no less
apocalyptic. Explaining the Red Terror in an newspaper article in 1918, they said : “ Do not look
in the file of incriminating evidence to see whether or not the accused rose up against the Soviets
with arms and words. Ask him instead what class he belongs, what is his background, his
education, his profession. These are the questions that will determine the fate of the accused.
That is the meaning and essence of the Red Terror.” At least 10 of Russia’s 100 million people

must be “annihilated,” proclaimed Communist leaders openly.

In Ethiopia , the Derg and its civilian allies, clearly inspired by the precedent set in revolutionary

Russia, publicly vowed “to avenge the (lost) life of one revolutionary with the lives of a
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thousand anarchists(EPRP members.)” Following up on their threat, thousands of officials
(kebele administrators and Revolutionary Guards throughout the country) were armed and

bolstered with a government issued “license to kill (netsa ermeja)” edict.

For six infamous months (between February and August), alleged EPRP members, many of them
teenagers (some barely in their mid-teens), were hunted mercilessly and summarily executed.
Those who escaped execution were imprisoned and mostly tortured. In the end, patently
amateurish EPRP death-squads, whom Mengistu had fantastically equated with Korilov’s huge
White Army, were to gun down less than 150 officials (the exact figure is disputed), to which the
Derg and its civilian allies responded disproportionately with numerous human rights abuses and
thousands of executions. But exactly how many thousands will remain as elusive—and
controversial—as ever. (Amnesty International’s estimate of 500,000 deaths, however, is grossly
exaggerated. Most of the killings happened in Addis, whose population was roughly one million
back then.) An ever expanding capacity for incomprehensible violence characterized the Derg’s
reign right up the end. Between the end of the Red Terror and its demise in late 1991, for
example, the imprisoned Ethiopian Orthodox Patriarch, Abune Tewflos, was pitilessly strangled
to death (with lead wire), and Mitsewa and Hawazen were wantonly bombed by the air Force,

despite the absence of a compelling military target on the ground.

No amount of violence, however, was able to prevent the downfall of the Derg. The end came
after seventeen long years, in May 1991; ironically, courtesy of not the political groupings it had
feared but from the midst of the political underdogs. Stunned by a defeat that was never
supposed to happen, Derg officials, whose larger than life reputations had become part of the
public legend, stood humbly in line to give themselves up to the victors. No sight— before or
since—amazed the public more. Only one of the 109 members of the Derg, General Haile
Melese, defied the new regime by melting into his home region— rural Gonder—and trying to
organize an armed resistance. (Hampered by old age and lack of external support, he was
doomed

almost from the start. He now lives in New Zealand. His valor, however, still stands in sharp

contrast to his comrades.)

And for the past twenty years top Derg members have remained in prison, reflecting on their past

and the terrible consequences of their reign.(Eritrea seceded, too.) Their controversial(for its
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delay and charge of genocide) trial lasted more than twelve years, culminating in the death
sentences of 18 of them: Colonel Mengistu Haile Mariam, Capitain Fikre Selassie Wogderes,
Colonel Fisseha Desta, Major Berhanu Bayeh, Captain Legesse Asfaw, Major Addis Tedla,
Lieutenant Colonel Endale Tessema, Captain Gessese Wolde-Kidan, Major-General Wubshet
Dessie, Major Kassaye Aragaw, Colonel Debela Dinsa, Captain Begashaw Atalay, Second
Lieutenant Sileshi Mengesha, Colonel Nadew Zekarias, Lieutenant Petros Gebre, Second
Lieutenant

Aragaw Yimer, Major Dejene Wondimagegnehu, Lieutenant Desalegn Belay.

And now, as 2003 Ethiopian Christmas approaches (about two weeks from today), more than 37
years after the dramatic events that inadvertently propelled them into the pages of history, they

are seeking the nation’s absolution. Inevitably, emotions have stirred.
Merry Christmas.

The writer could be reached at:serk27@gmail.com.

63. Thoughts on chauvinism in Ethiopia

By Eskinder Nega, December 17th, 2010

“What is it about this (new) cabinet that attracts so much attention?” asks Tsegaye Chama in an
article posted on Ethiomedia. (Attacks on fair cabinet, ethnic minority group, Tsegaye Chama
December 1, 2010.) “The explanation for this gruesome fixation is simple,” Tsegaye assures
readers. And he waves an accusing finger, assumes the moral high-ground, and, quite obviously
aiming below the belt, drops the dreaded C word: “( To the Chauvinists) this cabinet is unnatural.
It stands in absolute defiance and violation of the natural order of the Ethiopian political power

sharing tradition, ” he says.

The heresy, as Tesgaye relates it: The rise of Haile-Mariam Desalegn , an ethnic Welayta, one of
the more than 45 minorities that make up the Southern region, to the position of Deputy Prime

Minister and heir-apparent to PM Meles Zenawi; who is officially due to retire in 2015. “The
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hostility towards His Excellency Haile-Mariam Desalegn is unfathomable. Diaspora opinion-

makers are stereotyping and stigmatizing him,” complains Tsegaye.

And lest anyone needs reminding, “the details of our despicable background(history),” is posted
in three episodes on YOUTUBE; courtesy of Ben’s (the superfluous pro-EPRDF website. Aiga is
the preferred venue of the tiny maladjusted Diaspora) interview with “His Honorable Ato

Shiferaw Shigute (President of the Southern region.)”

Little surprise then, if there were the oppressed, there then logically must have been the
oppressors. Ideally, twenty years after the triumph of the EPRDF, all are now humbled, guilt-
ridden, and eager to uphold the promotion of minorities—their worst victims. *“ But the reality is
the other way round,” laments Tsegaye. Chauvinists—the die-hard oppressors of yesteryears—
are instinctively distressed; and even worse, are ‘“conspiring to perpetuate the historical
marginalization of minorities.” To back his claim, he provides links to four articles (by Abebe
Gelaw; Elais Kifle; Ephrem Madebo and Eskinder Nega.) And this is “another original crime

against (Ethiopia’s) minority ethnic groups,” proclaims Tsegaye.

Chauvinism is a French word. It derives from fictional French soldier, Nicolas Chauvin, who
stunned mere mortals with his many prodigious traits in the 18th century. In its political
application, though, it is a hate word. A chauvinist is conceited; eactionary; a hater; and

ultimately, deluded by a false sense of superiority.

Chauvinism as a political dictum was first extensively used by Soviet Communists; who, as
revolutionary champions of “oppressed nations and nationalities,” loudly admonished “Russian
chauvinism.” And soon, “progressives” around the world were hard pressed to find a local
context. In the US, “white chauvinism” competed with racism to describe the bias against blacks
in progressive circles. Even in post-1949 China, only a few years removed from 300+ years of
minority Manchu dynasty rule, there was still room for “the evils of Han chauvinism.”(Hans are
the 90+ majority in China.) More than four decades later, when the first batch of Ethiopia’s
progressives finally emerged in the early 60s, there was even less ambiguity about the certainty

of home-bred chauvinism—that of Amhara.

But while chauvinism has seen its rise and fall elsewhere, it has persisted, undiminished and

potent as ever, in Ethiopia. Tegaye’s charge is no hasty blunder. Nor is it, as some may suspect,
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throwback to a relic of a bankrupt ideology—mnow a preserve of no more than the dustbin of
history. Rather, it is a cold calculation to exploit differences and fears. And thus, a clear and

present danger to the nation’s democratic aspirations.

Ethiopia is famously the lone African claimant to national exceptionalism. This self-perceived
exceptionalism dates back to the 16th century, when all foreigners were expelled and contacts
with the outside world were severed. The case for exceptionalism stresses the exclusivity of
Ethiopia’s religions and historical trajectory; and no less, the uniqueness of the nation’s cultures,
diets, script and national spirit—what 60s Ethiopian progressives called psychological makeup.
And for centuries, the Davidian defense of this exceptionality had been the principal—acclaimed

and romanticized— national aim.

Akin to historical Israel, which had multiple languages and 12 tribes (ethnicities), Ethiopia, too,
has always been a multi-ethnic and multi-linguistic entity. More than 15 languages flourished at
the core of Axum between the third and the sixth centuries, the height of the Kingdom’s power
and prestige. But as in Israel, where the collective case of exceptionalism and national will was
expressed chiefly through one language, Hebrew; Ethiopia’s collective ethos invariably had to be
dominantly expressed through one language—first, Geez; and later, Amharic. Charges of

Ambhara chauvinism conveniently discount this colossal historical fact.

But that the stories that accurately describe modern Ethiopia are complicated is also true. Neither
do we live in historical times, with their limited standards and expectations; but rather, we now
inhabit a sophisticated, modern world with heightened standards and expectations. And not only
Ethiopia’s politics but the core of the collective ethos must adjust to the changed times and
circumstances. And in fairness to Ethiopia’s contemporary elites, old and new (barring the
disingenuous Machiavellian leaders of the EPRDF), that adjustment, in the form of support for
multi-culturalism and thriving Federalism (as opposed to the two-decade centralization of the
EPRDF), is virtually unanimous. Ethiopia’s multi-culturalism is not only acknowledged and
celebrated, but a broad consensus has emerged for the state’s role in its preservation and
cultivation. This is unprecedented in Africa, where indigenous cultures are being
uncontroversialy undermined; and thus, perhaps, stands as an additional case for Ethiopia’s claim

to a unique historical trajectory.
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As to Haile-Mariam’s specific case, Tsegaye’s insincere charges notwithstanding, his ethnicity,
however historically victimized, should not protect him from legitimate criticism. He should be
held to the very standards we hold other public officials. And gauged by that standard, he fails
miserably. There is a story behind his public fagcade of the heir-apparent. There lurks the true

tales of conspiracy and greed. And, far more menacingly, danger to our nation.

With Putin’s Russia serving as the role model, Haile-Mariam, who has no power base in the
party, government or the security apparatuses, has been slated to play the Medvedev role in post
2015-Ethiopia, where Meles will, if all goes according to plan, continue to call the shots from
behind the scenes. As a “Southerner” in a nation without a Southern people, Haile-Mariam has

no recourse but rely on the goodwill of Meles.

What’s Tsegaye’s take on this, the real issue?

64. Wikileak’s censure on Seye and Berhanu controversial

By Eskinder Nega, December 10th, 2010

The excision of entire passages from a leaked US embassy cable on Seye Abraha, a former
Defense Minister turned opposition politician, and Berhanu Nega, a former mayor —elect turned
leader of a clandestine opposition based in the US, has stirred bewilderment and disappointment
here in Addis Ababa, the nation’s capital. The two were conspicuously referred to in a June 2009
cable to Washington by Donald Yamamoto, then US Ambassador to Ethiopia, after a rare

meeting with Ethiopia’s “elusive hardliner” spy chief, Getachew Assefa.

Wikileaks posted the first two of more than 1300 leaked State Department cables on Ethiopia
this week, triggering a new wave of blockades by ETC against proxies that circumvent filters
against Ethiopian websites. (Despite their best effort, nonetheless, their “line of defense” is

hardly impregnable.)

The revelation of the first Ethiopian cable, dated January 31, 2010, came as part of a notable
international story about the Copenhagen accord on climate change. Mandated by the African

Union to represent the continent, Meles is a prominent participant in this still on-going saga of

215



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

international back-door dealings, public-grand standings and plain old-fashioned diplomatic
intrigue. “ Meles (told Under Secretary of State Mario Otero) that the GOE (government of
Ethiopia) supports the accord in Copenhagen,” cabled the US embassy to Washington, with
obvious glee. But important as this may have been to the international community, it elicited no
more than a long yawn from the Ethiopian public. In one of the world’s most improvised nations,

climate change could hardly be part of mainstream discourse.

But if only half-heartedly, the Under Secretary, who travelled to Addis primarily to lobby in
support of the Copenhagen accords, did raise other issues of keen local interest; and in the
process, inadvertently highlighted not only the increasing assertiveness of Meles in his dealings
with the world’s lone super power, but also the clear reluctance of the Obama administration to
apply pressure on authoritarian regimes. “ Birtukan will vegetate in prison forever,” Meles tells
the Americans belligerently. And all Otero could muster in response was a pitiful “(urge to)
exercise wise judgment and leadership, and CONSIDER the release of Birtukan Mideksa.”
Emboldened, Meles then even goes to risk the mother of all revisionist histories. “Referencing
his own struggle against the Derge regime, “details the cable,” Meles said he and his compatriots
received no foreign funding, but were willing to sacrifice and die for their cause.” The
Americans, in line with their famed short attention spans, were in no position to debate about
events two decades in the past. And suddenly, Meles assumes the moral high-ground. There was

no stopping him after this.

All in all, Meles comes out the clear winner in this cable: strong, confident, and, most
importantly, his private utterances fall in perfect sync with his public pronouncements. The
Americans, on the other hand, fall far short of the traditional image of a superpower; sadly, not
even that of a receding one. They allow Meles to bully, provoke and lecture them; all in almost
meek silence. To all appearances, they stand powerless before him.( Interestingly, not a word
about freedom of the press, the principal advocates of democracy until their suppression in 2005,
but an argument of sorts over civil society, whose record on democratization in Ethiopia is at

best minimal.)

The second cable, dated June 2009, is classified as Secret, a notch higher than the mere

confidential status for the first one; and came under a distinctly interesting title: Understanding
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the Ethiopian hardliners. Written, classified and filed by Ambassador Donald Yamamoto

himself, this is a very personal take of a senior diplomat on a vital national security issue.

But only two lines in to the cable, in a seeming vindication to Professor Easterly’s oft repeated
adage, “foreigners never have enough at stake to get it right,” Yamamoto commits a startling
error. “In a rare meeting with the elusive head of the Ethiopian National Intelligence and
Security Service (NISS),” wrote Yamamoto, “and main hardliner within the powerful executive
committee of the ruling Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) party,
Ambassador and NISS chief Getachew Assefa discussed a wide range of regional and bilateral
issues.” But Getachew has never been a member of the Executive Committees of neither the
EPRDF coalition nor one of its four constituent members, the TPLF; but has been, neither

moving up or down, in the Central Committees of both for over two decades.

A few lines later, Yamamoto relates about Getachew’s concerns about the OLF and ONLF. He
also“spoke at length about former Addis Ababa Mayor-elect Berhanu Nega.” And suddenly,
inexplicably, the first excision, suggested by the State Department, and obviously accepted by
wikileaks and the papers, appear. Presumably, only a few lines are omitted, but one could not
help but wonder how “a State Department source,” the rational for the censures, could be
involved here.(Or is the State Department, as many wonder, protecting Getachew’s sources,
too?) Mercifully, the next two lines are spared the censor’s sharp scissors, and that “VOA’s
biased reporting; the dangers of former Defense Minister Seeye Abraha’s growing authority
within the opposition” are on the “reclusive” spy chief’s mind is revealed. All these, and much
more, come as introductory summaries; in three unusually lengthy sentences. And only then do

the details ensue.

Interestingly, this rare meeting comes courtesy of former US Ambassador to Ethiopia, Irving
Hicks, an African American, who is a close confident of Ethio-Saudi billionaire, Mohammed Al
Amoudi. In fairness to Getachew, though he obviously disdains the prospect of a regular meet
with foreigners, he tries to compensate by giving Yamamoto a 4 hour marathon audience.(
Which was not enough to break the ice between them, however. “Getachew will never be a close
contact,” Yamamoto informs Washington at the end of his report. And with US’ embassy in

Asmara cable to Washington about the need for close contact with Eritrean Generals to
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encourage a coup against Isaias Afewerki posted by wikileaks, this will no doubt comfort
Meles.)

Getachew speaks more like a politician, which he is, than a professional spy chief. “(the US)
should brand the OLF and the ONLF as terrorists, and should never meet with them,” he argues.
“The Ethiopian government would not meet with extremists in the US who bomb abortion
clinics,” he assures Yamamoto, a bit comically. “ The Ambassador responded that there should
be closer discussion between Ethiopia and the US on this issue,” reports Yamamoto.( Don’t hold

your breath, Getachew.) All juicy, and nothing was omitted. So far, so good.

But then come the details about Getachew’s misgivings about the VOA, and everything after the
first sentence is deleted. Where is room for ambiguity here, ask many in the public. No State
Department source could even be remotely involved. Why then would wikileaks and the papers

agree to the excisions suggested by the State Department?

But worse is in store. A paragraph later, a paragraph in its entirety, numbered 6, is missing.
Number 7 is also partially cut. Number 8, as was the case for 6, is deleted entirely. Fortunately,
the erasing stops here. The five subsequent paragraphs are there in their entirety. But the take
(most probably, no more than a political analysis) of the security chief on Seye Abraha and
Berhanu Nega are no where to be found. They are inexplicably removed “ from the public

domain.”

Would Manning and Assange, both now languishing in prison, approve of censure, when the
safeties of sources are clearly not endangered? Wiki leaks and the papers have a lot of explaining

to do.
65. Wikileaks and papers to censure Ethiopian cables
By Eskinder Nega, December 3rd, 2010

“(Soon) Everywhere there is a US post (embassy or consulate), there is a diplomatic scandal that
will be revealed,” wrote Bradely Manning,22, from a US army base outside of Baghdad , to his
online friend,Adrian Lamo. “ Hillary Clinton and several thousands diplomats around the world

are going to have a heart attack.”( Lamo, a hacker, was horrified and informed the authorities.)
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With access to the Defense Department’s Siprnet network “14 hours a day, 7 days a week, for 8+
months”, over which State Department’s cables ranging up to “SECRET NONFORN” level
(which means non-US citizens should not see them) are exchanged, Manning was perfectly
positioned to deliver on his promise. (“Information should be free. It belongs in the public

domain,” he reasoned.)

In the end, he was to retrieve 251,287 dispatches from more than 250 US embassies and
consulates, all compressed in just 1.6 gigabytes of text files. And 1398 of them are exchanges
between the State Department and the US embassy in Addis Ababa. These interactions have,in
the words of my well connected source (an American) “...word is US State Dept has been
reviewing cables from Ethiopia on wikileaks and fears some of its sources may be placed in real
jeopardy—think the newspapers and wikileaks have been trying to censor some of the stuff to

avoid such an outcome.”

America’s most sensitive documents, however, including those that relate to Ethiopia, classified
as “TOP SECRET” and above, are not part of the leaked documents. Manning did not hack the

network over which they are exchanged.

The New York Times, one of four newspapers to which wikileaks has (unofficially) provided the
entire documents, has obviously shared the Ethiopian cables with the Obama administration;
which is recommending multitude of omissions to forestall possible compromises of its sources.
The Times, as a matter of routine, shares the State Department’s concerns with the other papers.(
Der Spiegel, Germany; Guardian ,UK; Le Monde ,France; and El Pais Spain.) Each paper
decides independently whether to accept the State Department’s proposed excision in its entirety
or just parts of it. But as Dean Baquet, the Times Washington bureau chief, says, “(those)
requests are taken very seriously.” The NYT has agreed to some, but not all of the omissions
suggested by the State Department so far, according to its editors. No major documents related to

Africa have been released to date.

The leaked cables, which cover the period between 2005 and 2010, were sent, from, or to, the US
embassy in Addis. Those sent from Addis were intended to be read by officials up to the level of
Secretary of State; and should be, as is the case with the cables from other embassies to

Washington, mostly drafted by the Ambassador or subordinates. How they perceived, negotiated,
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dealt, and maybe pressured Meles Zenawi will all soon be, as Manning intended, part of the

public domain; no doubt embarrassing both sides.

But the unsettling prospect for the Americans, who reportedly rate their alliance with the EPRDF
in Somalia as critical, is the extent to which the leaks may damage what is, by most insiders
account, and already precarious relationship. Quick to be slighted, Meles abhors criticism. “He is
oblivious to the distinction between a critique and a challenge to integrity,” says one of those he
expelled (illegally) from the EPRDF leadership. And in a stroke of bad luck for the Americans,
this leak has coincided with his peak petulance towards the West.( This is why Seyoum Mesfin,
probably his best friend and most trusted confidant, is heading to Beijing instead of Washington
as Ambassador.) Perhaps the only solace for the Americans is that the most discomforting cables
will most probably be from the Bush administration. Even then, some sort of fallout—or at least

unease— is almost inevitable.

An interesting read will be the cables of Vicki Huddleston and Donald Yamamato, who lean
towards Democrats but had assumed high profile positions under a patently rightist Republican
administration. And more intriguingly, light could also be shed on Yamamato’s subsequent
demotion, where he still lingers. He now publicly decries the 2006 US backed Ethiopian invasion
of Somalia as a “mistake.” Pundits are eager to learn if and when he had expressed opposition to

the invasion when the Bush administration was in office.

Ethiopian troops first crossed in to Somalia in September 2006. By November 2006, the UN was
reporting of Ethiopia’s violations of 1992 arms-embargo on Somalia. US involvement, suspected
by many, could be exposed by the leaks. Arms transfers are a Defense Department turf, however,
and correspondences, if there were any, could very well have taken place over a different
network.( The Defense Department has its own network.)US involvement in the violation of a
UN arms-embargo, if confirmed by the leaks, could hardly come at a worst time. The US is chief
sponsor and adamant would-be enforcer of all ten UN arms embargos—ranging from those

against Hezbollah to Iran and North Korea— still in effect.

Of interest would also be —if it’s anywhere in the cables—the American estimate of Ethiopian
causalities in Somalia. Meles insists that it was no more than 500, at least in 2006. Of course, no

one, including his most avid supporters, believes him. Considered from the perspective of the
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ferocity of the war and fanaticism of Islamic militants, the figure has been disparaged as

ridiculously low.

But as far as the international community is concerned, the potential for bombshell lies squarely
in the story of, in the words of Human Rights Watch,” decentralized, outsourced Guantanamo”—
the secret prisons in Ethiopia where suspects with strong links to al-Qaida were held by the

Ethiopian government on behalf of the CIA and FBI.

According to a series of stories for McClatchy newspapers in 2007, two journalists reported that
over 150 people had been deported from Kenya to Ethiopia and interrogated by CIA and FBI
agents in three secret prisons. Incredibly, up to 200 agents of the CIA and FBI were reportedly
involved. Though US government officials had at the time conceded to quizzing prisoners in
Ethiopia, and rationalized it on national security grounds, the intricacies of the arrangement are
still shrouded in secrecy. No one believes the EPRDF went overboard to assist the Americans for

nothing. Almost anything related to this theme would generate a major international story.

For the Ethiopian public, however, the height of excitement will be measured in the cables that
deal with the 2005 elections. Who did the Americans think won the elections? What did they
think of the June and November massacres? Or the imprisonment of CUD’s leaders? And the
closure of newspapers and imprisonment of their editors? Certainly, Washington must have
sought guidance and update at some point. Maybe a little bit of intra-EPRDF politics? And
hoping against hope, some fantasize about a cable that deals with high level corruption.(Very

unlikely.)

Perhaps, in the end, there will not be much in the cables, after all. And all this excitement will all

be for nothing. Well, possible, but unlikely. And while it lasts, the excitement is thrilling.
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66. Berhanu Nega and Lidetu Ayalew’s controversy

By Eskinder Nega, November 26th, 2010

DATELINE: November 2010—Washington, D.C.( Berhanu Nega)

Somber faced Ethiopians stared in rapt attention as Dr Berhanu Nega’s voice resonated with
pronounced intensity. As he dramatically details a 2005 discussion between CUD leaders, his

face is noticeably flashed with emotion.

“What (are the findings of the) Committee (tasked with exploring the political options available
to the CUD as the post election controversy heats up)?” we (the CUD leadership) asked him
(Lidetu Ayalew, spokesperson of CUD and member of the committee.)

“ It (the committee’s work) is not necessary. You are making a mountain out of a molehill,”

(responds a dismissive Lidetu.*)
“What then are we (the CUD) exactly supposed to do?” ( we inquire curiously.*)

“We will call for a rally(protesting against the doctored election results) ,”(answers Lidetu

authoritatively.*)

“What then happens,” (we ask eagerly.*)

“Weyane (EPRDF, the ruling party) kills (the protesters)” (responds Lidetu coolly.*)
“What then happens,” (we ask incredulously.*)

“(We get the perfect pretext to join Parliament.) We will maintain that we had opted for peaceful
protest but that the government had responded with killings. (We could then go on to insist that)
the only recourse left is to join Parliament and continue with the struggle from there. There will
then be no grounds for anyone to accuse us of cowardice,” ( says Lidetu mapping the strategy to
be pursued by CUD as public pressure mounts for a showdown with the EPRDF, which had lost

the election but reversed the results.)

Berhanu ends his narrative here. But he goes on.
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“What I just told you is what actually came to pass in a (CUD) meeting. The person who back
then calculated in terms of thirty, forty people’s lives (to get the pretext to join Parliament) is
now the same person who (questions the integrity of others.). The extent of some people’s moral

bankruptcy is really startling.”

( * What are in brackets marked with asterisk™ are my interpretation of Berhanu’s tone.)

DATELINE: November 2010—Washington D.C.( Lidetu Ayalew)

Lidetu’s response came courtesy of D.C’s Ande-Ethiopia radio, a preserve of Diaspora fringe

narrow- nationalists.

“If this was true, certainly Dr Berhanu et al would not have waited for five years to reveal this to

the public,” said Lidetu. “It’s an absolute lie.”

Smelling blood, Ande-Ethiopia could not resist provoking him.

“But why would Dr Berhanu lie?” Ande-Ethiopia asks mischievously.

Lidetu is flabbergasted. He literally rumbles. (“I am sorry for my emotional response,” he says at
one point.) “He would lie for four reasons,” begins Lidetu. First: the EPRP (an opposition party,
which Berhanu had joined in his teens) is attacked. (There lies the origin of his malice, asserts
Lidetu.) Second: Berhanu is declared an atheist. Third: a brother’s ( Berhanu’s) divorce is
brought up. And fourth: a bit of psychoanalysis to cap it all. (The death sentence is getting to

Berhanu, reasons Lidetu.)

On and on and on goes Lidetu, and then, finally, in what looks like an act of ultimate self-defeat,
shoots himself in the foot by denying that Berhanu was ever the mayor-elect of Addis Ababa. “I
was disheartened to see him (during the commemorative event) being addressed as mayor. No
person was elected (by the voters) to be mayor.” Only the city council could have elected the
mayor, he insists. “He was merely slated for the position by the party.” (CUD had won 137 of

138 city council seats. Berahnu was elected mayor-elect by the 137 in the presence of the media.)

DATELINE: June 2005—Addis Ababa. ( Five years ago)
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A member of CUD’s leadership (a Central Committee member) reached in to his pocket with a
sigh. The avalanche of calls was on the verge of overwhelming him. Glancing at the incoming

number though, he couldn’t help but be intriguingly surprised.

It was Berhanu Nega calling.

“ (Name withheld upon request), I need to speak with you urgently,” said an anxious sounding

Berhanu, following a brief exchange of pleasantries.

“ Sure, Doc,” shoots back the CC member, wondering why Berhanu would be seeking a private

meeting with him.

When they met, Berhanu was quick to get to the point.

“Have you been following the press releases (attributed to the CUD) issued by Lidetu ?” asks

Berhanu.

“ Sort of,” responds the CC member circumspectly, but instantly cognizant of where the

conversation was heading. The press releases have raised eyebrows within the leadership.

“ I am worried about some of them,” continues Berhanu earnestly. “Could the EPRDF use them

as evidence for incitement? I suggest that you assess them from a legal point of view.”

A graduate of AAU’s reputable law school, the CC member carefully reviews the press releases.

He settles on urging caution and approaches Lidetu.

“ Perhaps we should be more circumspect about the wordings of the press releases,” he tells

Lidetu at a private meeting.

Lidteu almost jumps up with fury.

“Why do you say that?”” he asks him visibly angered.

“It’s my professional opinion as a lawyer. There could be room for twisting them. They could
charge us with incitement,” replies the CC member, taken aback by the ferocity of Lidetu’s

reaction.
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“I have been mandated to issue press releases by the Executive Committee. This is the party’s
position. There is no need to alter tone or content. I know what I am doing,” barks an annoyed

Lidetu , and waves away the issue.

In this immediate aftermath of the post-election crisis, Lidetu was a proponent of what he termed
as a “political solution.” It envisioned a mounting (peaceful) mass action against the government.
“Confronted with an ungovernable country, Weyane will eventually opt for a political
settlement,” he argued. “The legal option will take us no where,” Lidetu intoned passionately.
Neither the electoral board nor the courts were to be trusted. “The courts are tainted beyond

redemption,” he liked to say.

Lidetu personified popular sentiment at this point. This was the peak of his power and influence.
He was virtually unchallengeable. Knowing this, the CC member quietly relents. He parts with
Lidetu defeated and shaken.

DATELINE: January 2006—Addis Ababa

The principal leaders of CUD, save Lidetu, appear before court accused of treason —a capital
punishment offense— by the government. Affixed to the charges as “evidences” were many of
the press releases unilaterally issued by Lidetu Ayalew.( Though they lack the strict criteria the

law sets for incitement.)

And many of the defendants could not help but wonder if it was not all a deliberate set up from

the very beginning.

DATELINE: The Present.

Berhanu has his fair share of critics, but not even the harshest amongst them, including the
EPRDF, have questioned his personal integrity the way Lidetu has done. Few are apt to question
his personal integrity simply on the strength of Lidetu’s rhetoric;however alluring and powerful
it may be. Since Berhanu boldly asserts that the exchange took place in a meeting, a more
convincing case would have been made by Lidetu had he demanded the names of those present

in the meeting. His failure to do so begs an explanation.
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Razor sharp as Lidetu is, the public is at a loss to assume an oversight on his part. Ever since his
disastrous break with CUD, Lidetu has blamed everyone (including this writer) but himself for
his troubles. Between his break with CUD and the 2010 elections, when he was tenaciously
propped by the EPRDF and the CUD had recklessly self-imploded, his chances of
political redemption—albeit a limited version— had looked like a real possibility. What ever the
shortcomings of the elections, as even Lidetu admits, that they at least accurately show those

impressions were no more than a mirage.

The loss of Lidetu’s imagined world, where his vindication was always around the corner, has
obviously turned him in to angry man. His caprice, pretension and obvious destructiveness are no

more than coping mechanisms. .He should no more be hated. He should rather be pitied.

67. Haile Gebreselassie’s land troubles in Ethiopia
By Eskinder Nega, November 19th, 2010

Ask Haile Gebreselassie about his manager, Josephus (Jos) Hermens and his emotion is easily
stirred. “He is not only my manager,” Haile likes to say of Herman. “We are more like a father

and son team. We love and trust each other.”

Herman, an Olympic 10,000 m finalist in the 70s, is broadly famous for his close relationship
with the athletes he manages; who now number an astounding one hundred and twenty world
class performers spread throughout the world. But however much his professional instinct
militates against it, Haile stands out as his particular favorite. Herman has devotedly and
assiduously mentored Haile, and Haile has unquestionably followed where his manager has led.
“I go where he tells me to. I have never questioned him,” has said Haile of their bushiness

relationship.

No wonder then that the world was all ears when Herman spoke of Haile’s dilemma to the NYT .
No person but his wife, after all, could reasonably claim to be a closer confident. Herman could

also be counted on not to say or do anything that would endanger his most prized holding’s
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interests. He is , quoted or unquoted, the journalists *“ dream-source” about Haile, and the glee

(for an obvious scoop) with which the NYT run its exclusive story is barely surprising.

Hermens told the NYT that Haile Gebrselassie’s emotional decision to retire “might have
stemmed in part from political pressure he was feeling in Ethiopia. His phone has been tapped by

government officials and he has faced some sort of blackmail attempt.”

Despite the subsequent (and expected) protestations by Herman and Haile on government owned
ETV, who denied the accuracy of the entire story, scarcely a soul here in Addis Ababa doubts
that Herman spoke with the knowledge and approval of Haile. In fact, ETV’s report (in
Ambharic), in which the phone tapping charge was cleverly censored, has only reinforced the
impression that both the leak and denial were deliberate acts to mobilize international attention to

Haile’s predicament.

Herman maintains in the NYT story that Haile faces multitude of problems with the government.
There are no plausible grounds to second-guess him. It would be absurd to assume that he would
fabricate this out of the thin air. But whether these problems are political or bureaucratic remain
ambiguous. Has his Presidential ambitions threatened a parallel aspiration by an entrenched
faction in the EPRDF, provoking harassment? The list of questions could go on. And they will.
But we don’t have the definitive answers to most of them at this stage. More time is obviously
needed for the whole truth to emerge. As an evidently worried Herman acknowledged to the

NYT, even he doesn’t know all the details.
For now though, we know of Haile’s serious land problem with the government.

As the city’s administration, headed by Corporal Kuma Demeksa, recounts it, the real-estate
sector of the construction industry in Addis Ababa, is one the greatest ruses of EPRDF’s two
decades reign. The sector’s enhanced stature in the city’s profile originates in the transformative
mayoralty of Arekebe Ekubay, somewhere in 2004. Inspired by South Africa’s drive to provide
decent low-cost housing to its massive population of have-nots, Arkebe’s administration rather
hastily adopts an ambitious plan to build fifty thousand units of low-cost housing per year. A
grandiose plan by Ethiopian standards, it envisioned to solve the city’s unremitting housing
shortage in eight to ten years. But only a year in to the plan, the EPRDF was to suffer a
humiliating loss at the polls and Arkebe had to leave office. Five years later, only 78,000 of the
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intended 250,000 units for the period have been built, and more than 400,000 registered families

(over a million people) are still desperately waiting for their slice of low-cost housing.

Mercifully, the fate of the city’s expanding but minuscule middle and upper classes were left to
the far more efficient private sector. Buttressed by generous incentives, more than 6 million
square meters of land were leased to 125 mostly newly constituted real-estate companies.
Planned were international standard luxury condominiums and fashionably designed family
homes. In chronically under-built Addis,the possibilities to reap millions in profit seemed almost

too good to be true.

Haile, not unlike many other astute businessmen, could hardly resist the temptation. Granted
40,000 square meters of land in Addis’ most prized sub-city, Bole, in 2005, his expansive plan
was to build 224 high-class condominiums and 38 multi-million birr villas for the city’s elite.
But it was to take two more years, until 2007, just to secure a building permit. And an additional
two more years, until 2009, were to elapse before any construction was to begin. “Our boundary
was ill-defined, which triggered a dispute with our neighbor,” insists Haile in a letter to the
mayor, Kuma Demeksa. “There was no way we could have started construction until this issue
was resolved.” But even with their resolution, construction could only proceed at a snail’s pace;
because, Haile contends with exasperation, “the city was unable to provide access to electricity,

water and telephone services.”

For different reasons, the statuses of most of the other companies were no different than Haile’s.
By the reckoning of the city administration, which claims to have conducted a thorough
investigation, only 18 % of the leased lands have so far been built upon wholly; 20 % had began
some construction but not proceeded far; and a whooping 62 % still stands idle. An intolerable

situation, concluded the city administration.

Citing the contractual agreements of the leases as the legal basis for its actions, the city has now
repossessed some of these lands; including that of Haile. A conservative estimate of the land
Haile lost at current prices falls within the range of 120,000,000 to 150,000,000 birr. Five years
ago, it was less than a fourth of this amount. The city has proposed (unofficially) to reinstate the

land to Haile, but only if he agrees to procure it at current prices. Haile has responded by vowing
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to pursue a legal recourse. The judiciary being what it is though, the possibility of a reversal is at

best dismal.

Aside from Haile, 37 other companies, of the more than 100 identified as offending parties, have
been slated for this first round of repossessions. Amongst them, Country Club Development has
lost 50,000 square meters of prime land in Bole; Tekle-Birhan Ambaye, 50,000 square meters,
also in Bole; and Get Enterprise, 68,000 square meters, again in Bole. In addition, the nation’s
two largest real-estate companies, Sunshine and Ayat, have lost thousands of square meters of
land, allegedly all illegally fenced public land.( Sunshine denies the charges.) Their core

holdings, however, have so far escaped repossessions.

How was Haile included in the first round of repossessions? Was it mere coincidence? Was blind
justice at work, oblivious to his international fame? Or is it part of the blackmail that Herman
spoke about? With police state Ethiopia in the background, it requires a leap of faith to believe

that coincidence or blind justice were at play in this still unfolding chronicle.

68. Haile Gebreselassie: Politics and Retirement
By Eskinder Nega, November 12th, 2010

The first time Haile Gebreselassie burst onto the world-title scene was seventeen years ago,
somewhere in mid-’93. Success landed him in the spotlight, and commentators were soon noting

what they said (alluding to other Ethiopian athletes as well)

was a discrepancy between how old he looked and his officially declared age — twenty years.
Haile’s response at this stage, when he hardly spoke a word of English, was to simply flash his
infectiously winning smile at his detractors. No one yet suspected that in the delicate and
diminutive physical bearing of Haile lurked an extraordinary persona that will go on to attain the

peak heights of the world’s greatest athletes.

He endured on the world stage for an unprecedented decade and a half; winning Olympic medals
and setting a bunch of world records in events spanning from 1500 meters to his personal

favorites, the 5000 and 10,000 meters; and to cap it all, in what was supposed to have been the
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twilight of his career, in that ultimate barometer of stamina, the marathon — for which he still
holds the world record time of 2:03:59. (He is the only person on record to have breached the
2:04 barrier.)

The transformation of his personality is no less spectacular. He is effortlessly telegenic. He has
always been at perfect ease, with absolutely no trace of self-consciousness, even when
multitudes of cameras are focused on him. His quick mastery of the essentials of the English
language is testament to his keen intelligence. His symmetry with journalists is the stuff of
legends. He does not merely respond to their queries, he converses with them as he would with
his long-time friends. His unforced sense of intimacy was also to win millions of hearts around

the world. Even his fierce competitors, the Kenyans, could hardly resist his charms.

His transition from rural Ethiopia to the fast-track world of international superstars was perfectly
seamless. There was no philandering before finally settling down; no burn-outs from excessive
partying; no spend free phases from the avalanche of earnings. He wed his sweetheart early in
his success, and went on to shrewdly invest his earnings in extensive business interests — which
now include a car dealership (an increasingly lucrative sector); a cinema (which shows only
Ethiopian films); real estate (whose value has tripled); and a widely acclaimed resort (where
Birtukan Mideksa, an opposition leader who had spent most of the past five years behind bars,

and whose release he helped secure, was his VIP guest along with her daughter and mother.)

Haile seemed incapable of doing wrong. But despite an acclaimed moderation in taste and life-
style, his ambition was expanding in private. That was to become all too evident when out-of-
the blue, and to the particular surprise of Ethiopians, who know him best, he announced his
ambition to ascend to the nation’s Presidency. This was not a humble call to serve in the public
arena, which would not have surprised anyone, but a sudden and unexplained reach to an exalted

position, which surprised everyone.

How and why did this transformation take place?

Perhaps, only Haile could answer this question with certainty. What is obvious, though, is the
changed tempo with which his feeler in to politics was received in Ethiopia. While his
sensational claim was to receive reasonable play in the international press, it was noted for its

oddity by Ethiopians, and then ofthandedly dismissed and ignored. Neither opposition groups
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nor the ruling party expressed serious interest. Meles shrugged it off: “It’s his right,” he said, and
moved on.

No doubt this was not the reaction Haile was expecting. By the time he uttered those words, he
had long become unused to being ignored. But evidently, the world saw in him no more than an
inspiring athlete. He, on the other hand, had taken himself far more seriously and wanted the
world to acknowledge him for that. This was palpably turning into an uphill battle. And Haile,
living embodiment that he is of the triumph of the mind over body, is barely a quitter. After all,

only a patient man could conquer the marathon.

By September 2010 Ethiopia’s politics has seemingly (which is really illusory, by the way)
irretrievably turned in favor of the ruling party, the EPRDF. Thus it was more than sheer
coincidence that Haile should choose this time to appear at a nationally broadcast Congress of
the EPRDF (convention, in the American parlance) and express his sympathies (but
circumspectly not explicit support, since this would complicate his ambition. The law stipulates

that the President must be a non-party member.)

Haile’s calculation is only too plain. With the obvious implosion of the opposition, the only
plausible way to the Presidency, at least in the short run, seems to be through the EPRDF. And
apparently, the way to the EPRDF lies through Meles Zenawi. All this is clear within the

standard perceptive powers of the average Ethiopian.

And if Haile had maneuvered with an acceptable parameter to fulfill his ambition, he would have
been tolerated by the public. But in the court of public opinion, he recklessly — and
uncharacteristically — strayed too far when he in effect publicly submitted to the unpopular
Meles Zenawi by giving him a highly prized personal gift in the full glare of national television.
The nation watched with total shock.(The horrific death of hundreds of unarmed protesters from

shots to the head and heart by government sharpshooters is still fresh in the public’s mind.)
A week later, one of Addis’ weeklies, Feteh, queried him about the gift.

“You have awarded PM Meles Zenawi a T-shirt in which you set a world record. Which of

his feats earned him this honor?” asked Feteh.

His response was defensive and muddled.
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“He (Meles) deserves it. He deserves it for the (achievements) I see. I have given my T—
shirts and shorts to other people, too. I must have been waiting for this moment not to have
done it to date. If we do not honor our fellow citizens, who will pay tribute to them for us?
Let me tell you one thing; we may say many things about the PM in our country, but he is
respected like a champion athlete abroad. At G-8 and G-20 meetings, he is bestowed with
great respect. Besides, the Bible instructs us to obey our kings,” said Haile of Meles
Zenawi, whose party swept 99.6 % of parliamentary seats in an election “that did not meet

international standards,” according to European Union election observers.

The fierce public backlash was more than Haile had ever expected in his wildest
imagination (as he was to later confess to some people.) And he was suddenly confronted
with a new phenomenon: the swift fall from public grace. And he did not know how to
handle it. He was embarrassed as well as confused. This is the beleaguered Haile
Gebreselassie that limped out of the New York Marathon and emotionally declared his

retirement to a shocked world.

Haile is ailing. There is the MRI that shows fluid and tendints in his knee joints. No one is
disputing that much. It is, however, in the words of the BBC, ‘“the-spur-of-the-moment”
announcement of retirement that has baffled the world. Only last month, he spoke passionately
against retiring in an interview with AP. “Why should I retire? Why should I say I will retire in

three four years? [ still think about doing more,” had said Haile.

When he changed his mind, he gave no time to ponder, to consult with family, friends and
business associates — it was a spur of the moment decision. So unlike the old moderate Haile.
So like the new controversially Meles-admiring Haile.
Haile did not only suffer from physical ailment in New York. Unseen to the world, but visible to
those close to him, he is also ailing emotionally.This explains the erratic decision that has
become the subject of the international press. The path to his physical recuperation — if it is

indeed possible — is intractably tied to his emotional well-being.

But for his emotional redemption, he must first be convinced that nothing is worth his good

conscience — yes, even the Presidency !
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69. EU Observer’s Final Report: Let Berhanu Nega return to Ethiopia

By Eskinder Nega, November 8th, 2010

The much anticipated but much delayed final report by the EU Observers Mission to Ethiopia
was released today in the Belgian capital, Brussels. While the final report was in line with the
earlier preliminary report, the Mission is set to stir political waves by one of its recommendation:
“The absence of one opposition leader in exile, as well as the imprisonment of one political
leader, qualified as arbitrary detention by the United Nations, should be addressed. The review of
these leaders’ legal cases would constitute an important and necessary step in order to broaden

the political space.”

The “one opposition leader” is an obvious reference to Berhanu Nega, exiled leader of the
underground opposition, Genbot 7. Berhanu has been sentenced to death in absentia for an
alleged involvement in a coup-attempt. One of its other recommendations, the freeing of
Birtukan Mideksa, referred to as “the imprisonment of one political leader” in the

recommendation, has come about; but only under highly unsatisfactory terms.
Below is a summary of the latest report:

The invitation extended to EU Observers to monitor Ethiopia’s 2010 national elections was a
surprise. In retrospect, though, it shouldn’t have been. The opposition had essentially self-
imploded, and the EPRDF had every reason to be confident. But then again, this was how it lost
the election in 2005. Yet there was a critical difference between 2005 and 2010 for the EPRDF—
-which was the loss of confidence between opposition leaders. Politics is like competitive group
sports. Focused leadership, unhampered by internal distractions, is indispensable. And that was
missing.

The mandate of the Mission was supposed to have been negotiated painstakingly (or so the
EPRDF believed); which, as was reported at the time, imposed new restrictions that the EU
accepted only reluctantly. But several months later, it was the EPRDF, not the EU, which was to
bitterly regret an innocent looking clause that allowed for an assessment of “the environment in

which the election was conducted.”
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The EU Elections Observation Mission is no doubt the best of its kind in the world. The
Americans have nothing that remotely competes with it. It has a reputable methodology that is
uniformly applied in all countries. Over the past decade, it has used its inimitable expertise to
observe almost 70 elections in 50 countries. The Mission is undeniably one clear success and

pride of the European venture.

The Mission to Ethiopia was headed by Thijs Berman, a Dutch Socialist (and therefore a critique
of neo-liberalism like Meles), who led a high- profile Observers Mission to Afghanistan in 2009.
Berman, a journalist by profession, led a Mission of ten expert analysts, 90 long-term observers,

with an additional 60 short-term Observers all centered at Addis’ Hilton.

To little surprise, the Mission was under microscopic watch from the very beginning. Just how
close was reveled when Berman was summoned by Meles, according to news reports, who spoke
of the Mission’s pending (then theoretically still secret) unfavorable preliminary report. In a
pitiable attempt to steal the Mission’s thunder, a hastily organized mass rally in support of the
election outcome was staged in Addis, where Meles himself spoke, on the day the preliminary
report was released. (The absurd pretext for the rally was a routine Human Rights Watch

statement on the election.)

In an almost word to word repetition of the 2005 report, the preliminary report said that the 2010
election “fell short of certain international commitments, notably the lack of level playing field
for all parties and the transparency of the process.” Describing the election as low-key to the
very last days, the report went on further to castigate the EPRDF: “the ruling party had at times
used state resources for campaign purposes, contributing to an un-level playing field leaning in
favor of the EPRDF in many areas.” But it commended the Electoral Board for its technical
proficiency.

The Mission promised to release a comprehensive report before the opening of parliament: “The
EU EOM will stay in country to observe the tabulation of the results and the announcement of
the final results. It will issue its final report within two months of the completion of the entire

electoral process.”

Sadly, it was not able to keep its promise.
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More than five long months later, the final report was finally released on November 8, 2010 in
Brussels by Berman. Denied a visa by stonewalling PM’s office, Berman had to settle for the

European Parliament press center.

The final report’s summary runs as such:

1.LELECTION SHORT OF INTERNATIONAL COMMITMENTS.

While several positive improvements were introduced since the 2005 elections, there were
negative developments in the practical application of the legal and electoral framework. As a
result, the electoral process fell short of international commitments for elections, notably
regarding the transparency of the process and the lack of a level playing field for all contesting
parties. Insufficient efforts were taken to ensure a more equitable and representative electoral

Process.

2 NARROWING OF POLTICAL SPACE (Birtukan and Birhanu)

The changes in the legal framework together with the fragmentation of the main opposition
forces in the aftermath of the 2005 elections, as well as the imprisonment of leading opposition
figures and the departure in exile of one opposition leader, resulted in a cumulative narrowing of
the political space within the country. The ruling party’s presence throughout the country was
unrivalled by opposition parties, especially in rural areas which house up to 80% of the Ethiopian

population.

3. ON THE ELECTORAL BOARD

The NEBE administered the elections in a competent and professional manner given its limited
resources, overcoming significant technical challenges..... Insufficient measures were taken to
increase the level of trust of some opposition parties in the impartiality and independence of the

NEBE.

4. ON INDEPENDENT MEDIA

It was observed that the(limited private) media were often very cautious in their reporting. The

jamming of the Voice of America Amharic Service throughout the campaign period, and of
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Deutsche Welle a couple of days before the elections, reduced the possibility for voters to
receive information from a wider range of sources. This was not compensated by other media, as
the limited outreach of print and broadcast media reduced their role in providing voters with

information to make an informed choice.

5. MISUSE OF STATE RESOURCES

The separation between the ruling party and the public administration was blurred at the local
level in many parts of the country. The EU EOM directly observed cases of misuse of state

resources in the ruling party’s campaign activities.

6. PLAYING FIELD FOR POLTICAL PARTIES

Even taking into account the inherent advantages of the incumbency, the Mission considers that
the playing field for the 2010 elections was not sufficiently balanced, leaning heavily in favor of

the ruling party in many areas.

7. ROLE OF CIVIL SOCIETY

The exclusion of civil society organisations from voter education, together with the new and
more restrictive Ethiopian Charities and Societies Law, limited the potential role of local

organisations in the electoral process.

8. POLLING PROCEDURES

Polling procedures were assessed positively by EU EOM observers in 87% of visited polling
stations, while closing and counting were assessed positively in 66% of cases. In 25% of
observed polling stations copies of results forms were not given to party agents and in nearly
half, results were not posted outside the polling station, thereby compromising the transparency

and credibility of the counting process.

9. COUNTING! (THE EVIDENCE OF FRAUD!)

The NEBE announced provisional results less than 48 hours after polling stations closed, thanks

to a parallel system of communication allowing for the aggregation of polling station results at
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the national level. The consolidation process at constituency level was considered very
problematic according to EU EOM observers. In 27% of cases observed, polling station results
were different to those previously recorded by observers at polling stations. In several cases,
incomplete or incorrect forms from polling stations were corrected or completed at constituency
electoral offices. The transparency of the process was considered unsatisfactory in 40% of
observed cases. Certain essential forms for the correct transmission of results to the national

level were not filled in numerous constituencies.
10. RECOMMENDATION: LET THE DIASPORA VOTE!

The creation of specific constituencies for Ethiopian citizens living abroad, together with out of-
country registration and voting in embassies and consulates could be considered. Given that the
Constitution allows for an additional three seats in the HPR, these could be used to represent

Ethiopians living abroad.
11. RECOMMENDATION: FREE BIRTUKAN; LET BERHANU RETURN

The absence of one opposition leader in exile, as well as the imprisonment of one political
leader, qualified as arbitrary detention by the United Nations, should be addressed. The review of
these leaders’ legal cases would constitute an important and necessary step in order to broaden

the political space.

70. Meles’ new cabinet: The real story —Part I

By Eskinder Nega, October 22nd, 2010

Ideally, a Prime Minister is only a first among equals in a cabinet. The cabinet, the traditional
name allotted to a Council of Ministers, is a collective decision-making body which formulates
government policy. But with the unabated expansion and increasing complexity of modern
governments, the primacy and dominance of Prime Ministers is acknowledged even in mature

democracies.
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In the flagship of parliamentary democracies, the UK, the potency of cabinets varied with the
Prime Ministers. Margaret Thatcher, the indomitable Iron Lady, more or less ignored the mass of
her cabinet members and relied on few trusted advisers. One of the world’s first “post-modern”
politicians, Tony Blair, was famously censured for his “sofa government” of inner core of
Ministers, who made major decisions in seclusion and imposed them on the wider cabinet. John
Major, who succeeded Thatcher, on the other hand, consciously maneuvered within the confines
of the cabinet’s collective leadership. The prerogatives of the powers invested in the Prime

Minister’s office, however, were never challenged.

In the Ethiopian setting, the first five years of Meles Zenawi’s tenure as Prime Minister, between
1995 and the early 2000s, marked years of diffused power when the powerful TPLF politburo
served as a bulwark against the traditionally unlimited power of the leader of government. But
once Meles prevailed over the politburo, he lost no time in assuming the “Presidential Prime
Minister role”; a position akin to that of a US President, who is neither by tradition or
constitution obliged to make decisions jointly with his cabinet. The grandiose public posturing of
Bereket Simon — the lone Minister with some touch of flair — notwithstanding, Meles does not
even have room for a “kitchen cabinet”; which allows for a number of favored Ministers to

involve in major decisions. Meles chooses to tower singularly over his cabinet.

But even with their diminished stature, Ministers still matter in an Ethiopia where the state is
omnipresent in all spheres of life. Ministerial appointments and dismissals are thus followed with
keen interest. And the latest Ministerial reshuffles have particularly attracted public interest;
perhaps, to an extent only second to the excitement generated by the first cabinet constituted

after the overthrow of the Derg in 1991, when the OLF assumed several Ministerial positions.

On the surface, there is no rational to question the latest reshuffle. Several Ministers have long
overstayed their welcome; chiefly, Seyoum Mesfin, who lasted more than 19 years as Foreign
Minister —a record that will most probably never be surpassed. Plus, there were no high-flying
Ministers who had won the public in the way Arkebe Ekubay had once did when he was Mayor
of Addis Ababa. It was high time to bring in new faces and boost cabinet morale. This of course
does not mean that anyone expects incoming Ministers to compete with Meles for the limelight.
Meles demands total obedience and a low-key persona; a fact obviously lost to an ANDM

upstart, Dr Sentayehu Welde-Mikeal, who was suddenly appointed as Minister of Education
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from the midst of the political wilderness in 2005, and, much to the detached amusement of
veteran Ministers, asked too many question in cabinet sessions. And suddenly....pooh!....he was
no more a Minister. His departure is subject to much speculation, but the majority consensus is

that his is a cautionary tale against the over-enthusiastic upstart.

Five years ago, in the immediate aftermath of the post election crises, Meles’ hastily-constituted
cabinet was composed of twenty Ministers. Addisu Leggese, a physical education instructor by
training, and the official Deputy Prime Minister (which no one took seriously) would have made
the ideal Minister of Youth and Sports, but was yet again inexplicably assigned to the Ministry
of Agriculture — a position, needless to say, that requires sophisticated technical and scientific
knowledge. This would have been the mother of all Ministerial mismatches if not for the
accession of Kuma Demeksa, whose professional career as a solider peaked at the level of a
Corporal in the Derg’s army, to the position of Minister of Defense. (In Kuma’s defense,
however, another famous Corporal, Hitler, had become Commander-In-Chief of the proud
German armed forces.) Junedin Sado, whose training as a geologist would have been useful at
the helm of the Ministry of Mines and Energy, was instead entrusted with Transport and
Communication; where he had to learn from scratch. Over at Federal and Information Ministries
(the latter was dissolved in 2008), two new Ministers, Siraj Fergesa and Berahnu Hailu, much to
the amusement of EPRDF’s critics, assumed their positions with noticeably perplexed
expressions. Five more years seemed too much for the visibly aging Kassu Illala, but he still
retained the taxing — often as a micro-manager — position as Minister of Works and Urban
Development. And for close watchers of Seyoum Mesfin, his increasingly baggy eyes told
everything. After 30 years of doing essentially the same thing over and over again, he was

evidently bored by the avalanche of routine that had dominated his life.

But 2005 was not the year for radical change. Nor was it time to test new territory with new
blood. Everyone understood this. In light of the unexpected election results, which the ruling
EPRDF had clearly lost but swiftly reversed by brute force, preserving a semblance of continuity
was naturally to be given precedence. Old and familiar faces — Meles, Seyoum, Addisu, Tefera
(whom I am obligated to leave in peace. He is suffering from cancer), Girma, Kasu, Bereket,

Kuma, Junedin — had to unavoidably crowd a worn-out cabinet.
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But tedious though the work at the Ministry of Trade and Industry has always been, Girma Biru
apparently enjoyed the boring details and transparently thrived in his position. And he had an
able deputy in the person of Taddesse Haile, who was (and still is) the Industry State Minister.
But as his star shone too bright, mysterious outbreaks of rumors plainly demoralized him.
Mohamed Dirir, who passes for the cabinet’s most cosmopolitan personality, worked diligently
at Culture and Tourism, but an alleged lack of intellectual depth undermined his seriousness.
And so invisible was the Justice Minister, Assefa Kesseto, even some cabinet colleagues, let
alone the public, struggled to recall his full name. The cabinet’s two women, Aster Mamo and
Hirut Delbo, at the Ministries of Youth and Women respectively, were universally ignored; but
hardly the ideologically driven feminists whom Meles reportedly disdains, they never
complained — at least, not in public. No one knew what to make of the then new Minister of
Health, Tewdros Adhanom, a malaria expert with a PhD from the UK, but he proved to be a

success in due course.

At the State Ministerial level, Arkebe Ekubay, at the Ministry of Work and Urban Development
was visibly less enthusiastic than he was at the helm of Addis Ababa. Abera Dersa, PhD,
continued to provide much needed advice to Adissu at Agriculture as State Minister, and was
soon the Ministry’s most respected official. Mekonen Manyazewal, now the only non-EPRDF
cabinet member in Meles’ new cabinet, continued to toil contentedly as State Minister at the
Ministry of Finance. At Justice, Hashim Tewfic, PhD, and an anti-CUD zealot, inevitably
dominated the Ministry as one of two State Ministers. Low-key Tekeda Alemu, continued in his
uninterrupted stint as one of two deputies of Seyoum Mesfin. Over at Defense, Major General
Haile Tilhaun, a Southerner born in Debre-Birhan, and one of the founders of the ANDM,
became one of three State Ministers under Kuma Demeksa.
2010, however, was set to be the year of change. And Meles’ perilous plan for post-2015

Ethiopia has begun to unravel.
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71. Meles’ new cabinet : Haile-Mariam’s rise - Part 11

By Eskinder Nega, November 5th, 2010

Unusually for the impetuously explosive Meles Zenawi, his reaction to the turbulent events of
the second half of 2005 was in the best manner of the (long idolized) silent, strong Ethiopian
male:he internalized his emotions. Unsurprisingly, he was a decidedly depressed man by early
2006.

There is always the straw that inevitably breaks the camel’s back in such situations, and for
Meles such were the findings of the Commission delegated to investigate the post-election
riots.(Security forces had appallingly thrown grenades at unarmed protesters, the Commission
found out.) The moody Meles that his mother once spoke of resurfaced, and suddenly, with an
air of a leader let down( “I did not authorize the use of live ammunition,” he had sensationally
told the Commission.), he was speaking of his last term in office. This of course was not the first
time he spoke of leaving office, but unlike the past, the genie shot out of the bottle this time . In
lieu of the transformed political milieu and his obviously elongated term in office, the

proposition had to be taken seriously for the first time.

The possibility of change, even within the narrow confines of the EPRDF, invariably threatens
vested interests. The first resistance instinctively came from them; and predictably, from fringe
narrow nationalists( the Aiga crowd.). Meles was snappishly dismissive of the later.( He publicly
ruled out the possibility of being replaced by a TPLF member, devastating the morale of the
fringe.) But the issues and concerns of the former could not be dismissed. Meles is unavoidably
part of the entrenched interests his administration nurtured—directly or indirectly—and as goes
the political convention (and precedent) their continued sustenance demands political primacy.
Astute Meles scarcely needs to be reminded of this enduring element to Ethiopia’s traditional

politics.

The first opening to maintain the status-quo(Meles’ primacy in government),albeit stealthily,
presented itself when murmurs in the OPDO against the ANDM, whose seniority in the coalition
had positioned it in to the most probable successor to the Prime Ministership, began to be
expressed audibly. Meles seized the opportunity. The setting was cast for a classic Machiavellian

divide and rule; which, to cut a long story short, eventuated in the displacement of the ANDM by
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the weakest member of the coalition, new Deputy Prime Minister Haile Mariam’s Southern

Movement.

There is no Southern community in Ethiopia that is naturally expressed through a common
language, culture, ethnicity, or crucially, world-view ( what Stalin termed as “common
psychological make up.”) And thus there is rationally no societal foundation for a Southern
Movement. The South evolved as an administrative and political expediency for the EPRDF,
which desperately needed a framework to house 45 ethnic groups (representing about a third of
the nation) in its coalition. But so reviled has the region become by “Southerners”(particularly
the Sidamas), it could safely be hailed as a “prison of nations and nationalities.” In fact, so
intense was the tension and mistrust in the regional administration between Sidamas and
Welaytas on the one hand, and Gurages and Siltes on the other, that dissolution, in defiance of
popular sentiment, of the all EPRDF affiliated ethnic parties in the region was deemed the only
solution.( Which is against the raison d’étre of EPRDF’s existence; as it envisages a political
party for each ethnic group.) In their place now stands the unitary Southern Movement, utterly
detached from reality. Barring the truly transcending (like Obama), the Southern Movement is an
unsuitable terrain for politicians to cultivate a power base. Meles could not have imagined it

better.

But this not all there is to the story. There is also the ideal persona of Haile-Mariam himself. This
completes the picture-perfect setting for Meles’ ambitious drive to “Putin-ize” (after the Putin-

Medvedev arrangement) post-2015 Ethiopia.

Few days after his surprise elevation to the position of Meles’ deputy in the EPRDF, Haile-
Mariam sat with a pro-EPRDF newspaper for a lengthy interview. “ Will you assume the Deputy
Prime Minister’s position?” asks the reporter. “ I don’t know,” replies Haile- Mariam warily. “
But your position in the party makes it a matter of default,” presses the reporter. “There is no
way for me to know the secrets of the party,” answers Haile- Mariam reflexively, obviously
caught off guard. Ten years after his accession to the Central Committee and Executive
Committee of the EPRDF, ostensibly the inner-core of the party where all important decisions
are made, Haile- Mariam had yet to consider himself an insider ( correctly, by the way.)
Incredibly, in eight of those ten years, he was, as leader of the Southern Movement, in theory one

of the coalition’s four most important people. But partly for reasons detailed above, and no less
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for a visibly less-than-driven persona, Haile-Mariam was(and is) contentedly low-key. In the
EPRDF, he was even prepared to play second-fiddle to Kassu Illala, his underling in the
Southern Movement, who has always been close to Meles. Haile Mariam is always happy to be
where he is(at least in politics), never showing any urge to go any further. Each time it had
seemed that he had finally peaked, touching the apex of his happy-go-lucky political career, he
had, to the absolute amazement of friends and foes alike, miraculously moved up. Rest assured
that he would be mighty grateful for a Medvedev role, and could comfortably counted on not to

rock the boat. There is nothing more Meles could ask for.

For all intents and purposes, every piece seems to have fallen in the right place in the jigsaw
puzzle. Consider the OPDO. Having been part (with Meles as a willing accomplice) of the
thwarting of ANDM’s two-decade ambition to succeed Meles, the OPDO is “half-happy” (a
strong sense of entitlement to the position of PM still persists), and could hardly be in a state of
dissent. Consider the Southern Movement. It is clearly being co-opted as a weak junior partner.
More than it has ever bargained for. Consider the ANDM. It is the humiliating plight of the
ANDM, however, that gives this saga much less than a fairy-tale like happy-ending for Meles .
In sharp contrast to its hey-days, when its influence and power peaked in the early 2000s as
Meles’ most trusted ally in his make-or-break tussle with Seye Abraha et al, the ANDM’s
declining fortune is now epitomized by the nonsensical Ministries it leads in the Cabinet. Aside
from the relatively important Justice Ministry, ANDM Ministers have been relegated to the
embarrassingly lightweight Ministries like that of Youth. Its new leader, Demeke Mekonen
Hassen, who hails from the low-lands of the Awi(Agew) zone in South West Amhara region, is
by

default one of EPRDF’s four most important leaders(along with the other three leaders of the
coalition’s four constituent members), but is absurdly junior in the Cabinet hierarchy to his
juniors in the party hierarchy. Both the third(Defense, after Foreign) and the fourth(Federal)
positions in the Cabinet have gone to Ministers from the South.(The Defense Minister is Siraj
Fergesa, an ethnic Silte; and the Minister of Federal Affairs is Shiferaw Tkele-Mariam, PhD, an
ethnic Hadeya. Both are as colorless as bottled water.) But Demeke is in many ways similar to
Haile-Mariam. His rags-to-riches rise from an obscure teacher in the mid-90s to the helm of the

ANDM could not reasonably be accounted to merit. He personifies mediocrity.
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His party’s loss aside, he personally could not ask for more. Meles knows this. But Demeke’s
accession to the helm probably has more to do with denying the ANDM a rallying figure. He is
devoid of links to the Amhara heartland.

So there you have it. Meles has brilliantly maneuvered the internal dynamics of the EPRDF in
favor of his plans for post-2015 Ethiopia. The new Cabinet is the culmination of his success. If
all goes according to plan, brace yourselves to more years with Meles Zenawi than the mere five

in front of us.

But, like they say, a week is a long time in politics. And Meles Zenawi can not be denied his

fantasies in-between.

72. Remembering the November 2005 Massacres
By Eskinder Nega, October 29th, 2010

With the benefit of hindsight, Meles Zenawi’s repressed thread of thought in 2004 and 2005 that
led to a brief phase of political liberalization is markedly apparent: a wild goose chase to justify

an illegal purge in the TPLF (against Seye Abraha et al in the early 2000s)

as a means to an end in which the nation becomes freer than ever before. And when this was
buttressed by political and intelligence assessments about the opposition’s lack of preparedness
(which were accurate), the 2005 elections looked like an ideal outlet for Meles Zenawi’s guilt-
ridden conscience (the purged were his close, lifelong friends.) A hitherto unprecedented
electoral process—there were three largely discredited ones as a backdrop—was to placate his
flustered conscience and sanctify his democratic credentials both to the public and history. But

by March 2005, this fantasy was turning more in to one long nightmare.
Events up to March 2005.

The most fateful of EPRDF’s decisions was its acquiescence to a long procession of live debates
between political parties—which were much longer and broader than is the norm in the West.

What first happened in the US in 1960—Iive debates between Presidential candidates Kennedy
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and Nixon—arrived 45 years later in Ethiopia, and in both instances changed politics forever. In
the end, the mischievous attempt by the EPRDF to dilute the opposition’s message by insisting
on equal time for major and minor parties was just not enough to undercut the transformative

power of TV and radio.

By March, the EPRDF leadership was fully aware of the rising storm generated by the debates.
Increasingly nervous, it expels SIX US election observers at the end of the month— ironically,
SIX weeks before election week. But not even the most adventurous spirits were yet predicting

an opposition triumph over the EPRDF at this stage.

Events in April 2005

EPRDEF’s belligerence is suddenly stretched to the limit. In a twist to actual events akin to the
famed dramatic developments in Indian movies, the person the EPRDF entrusts to unleash havoc
turns out to be not its favored attack dog( whom I hardly need to name), but one of its most
unassuming personalities, the physical education instructor—cum—Deputy Prime Minister,
Adisu Legesse. In a live public debate held on April 15th, fifteen days after the expulsion of the
election observers, Addisu equates the opposition with the Rwandan Interhamwe militia, which
was responsible for genocide. And thus, perhaps by deliberate design, but no less plausibly, by
sheer blunder, the EPRDF becomes morally and legally challenged by the specter of hand-over

of power to a genocidal opposition—even if it was to win an election.

Events in May 2005

The first day of May marks the arrival of three hundred international observers—representing the
EU, Carter Center and the AU. Six days later, on May 7 , the EPRDF surprises the nation with a
massive rally at Meskel square. Meles is ecstatic with joy. “There is no need for us to steal an
election,” he tells the assembled emotionally. EPRDF critics are stunned to silence. Devoid as
they are of divine powers, there was no way for them to predict vindication in less than twenty
four hours. And in the absence of an alternative explanation, it had to be only the will of

providence that compelled a miracle for the opposition on historic May 8.

Not a thousand words would suffice to describe what happened at city center that day. Too large

to be captured by a single camera, this mass of humanity happened momentarily and passed
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away forever—always to be imagined; never to be satisfactorily explained verbally or fully
captured visually. (There seems to be space for oral history even in modern times after all.) It

was now time for the EPRDF to be stunned to silence.

On Election Day, May 15, two millions Ethiopians head to the polls with pronounced optimism
and enthusiasm. And in a show of remarkable restraint for a country with a “genocidal
opposition”, the day passes without a single incident of election related violence. But the PM has
a surprise in store for the next day. He looks and sounds unnerved. “The government has decided
to bring all security forces, the police and local militias, under the command of the Prime
Minister. All public meetings and demonstrations are outlawed for a month,” he tells a shocked

nation on May 16.

The next day, May 17, brings more surprises; but this time, pleasant ones for the public.
Unofficial results indicate a landslide for the CUD, one of the nation’s two major oppositions, in
Addis Ababa. The speaker of Parliament, Dawit Yohannes, loses his seat. And so do several
Ministers. As bellwether for nationwide sentiment, the implication of Addis’ results immediately
sends shock waves through both the EPRDF and the opposition. Both are vivdly caught off
guard.

EPRDF reacts instinctively. Ignoring the tallying of votes then still in progress, it declares itself
the winner. Anna Gomez, chief EU election observers, reacts immediately, “improper for a
ruling party,”’she tells journalists. On May 28th , the electoral board controversially certifies
EPRDEF’s claim of overall majority. The public is simply outraged. Eight days later, with the
opposition looking from the sidelines, students protest accusing the EPRDF of fraud. EPRDF’s
hasty claim of plurality thus triggers public protests. Police fire live ammunition. A young
female student, Shibre Desalign, is shot fatally and becomes the first victim of post-election
violence. Yusef Abdella, a student at Kotebe’s TTC, succumbs to a bullet wound, and becomes
the second victim. A great tragedy is beginning to unravel. Two days later, June 8th , protests
erupt again and bullets from security forces kill three 16 years olds: Nebiyu Alemayehu, Fekadu
Negah and Abraham Yilma (the later two brothers.) Security forces bullets also somehow find
and kill Zulufa Surur, a mother of seven. The government eventually acknowledges the death of
26 people. The real figure, however, is much higher. Over 1500 people are imprisoned. And
EPRDF prepares for further repression.

246



FREE ESKINDER NEGA & ALL POLITICAL PRISONERS, in ETHIOPIA!

Three days later, Meles Zenawi speaks of Ethiopia’s “maturing democracy” in an interview with
Reuters. On the same day, MP-elect Tsegaye Adane, member of UEDF, the other major
opposition, is shot dead in Arusi. And in a clear shoker, eight highly anticipated Air-force
trainee-pilots in Belarus refuse to return to “Ethiopia’s maturing democracy” and seek political

asylum, symbolizing spreading dissent in to the ranks of the military.

Ethiopia teeters on the brink of change. Thousands of Ethiopians in the US and Europe hold
candle light vigils for the dead.

Events in July and August

Outgoing EPRDF dominated Parliament, whose members had mostly lost their seats,
vindictively pass bill that strip most of the essential powers and responsibilities of Addis Ababa
city government. Almost immediately, the first calls to boycott Parliament are aired. (Addis loses

its public rally permit authority.) Dr Birhanu Nega becomes mayor-elect of Addis Ababa.

By the end of August, the EPRDF and EU observers are engaged in a war of words. Anna
Gomez publicly rebukes the electoral process for “failure to meet international standards.”

Meles’ response: “garbage.”

Events in September and October

Electoral board announces official results: EPRDF and allied parties 68% of parliamentary seats;
20 % CUD; 12% UEDF. The opposition responds by calling for a rally to protest the results on
October 2nd. Meles personally appears on national television and sternly delivers a warning:
“The rally is illegal.” But the public is determined to defy the warning. An epic showdown seems

to be in the making.

Three days before D-day, however, the opposition backs down and cancels the rally. An
alternative stay-home action called for by the opposition for three consecutive days as of October

3 is universally ignored.

Western diplomats mediate between the EPRDF and the opposition but the talks almost
immediately fail. Ten days later, CUD officially boycotts Parliament pending the fulfillment of
eight watered-down preconditions. UEDF breaks ranks with CUD and opts to join Parliament.
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Parliament opens on October 10 and elects Meles as PM for the third time. The next day,
October 11, MPs who boycotted Parliament are stripped of their immunity from prosecution.
Meles accuse CUD of treason. “They want to remove the government through street action,”

maintains Meles.

CUD calls for nation-wide strikes and stay-at —homes as of the first week of November. Many

vow to follow its lead.

The massacres of November—The Climax!

Merkato explodes early Tuesday morning on November 1. The government responds with
immediate show of force. Scores die in the streets of Merakto. Many more are injured. By mid-
afternoon, prominent CUD leaders are rounded up and newspaper offices are raided. Hailu
Shawel, Birtukan Mideksa and Birhanu Nega are imprisoned. Police wantonly shoot and kill
wife of an arrested CUD member in Addis; outraging the public. Wide reports of indiscriminate
killings by police. Children and women amongst the dead and injured. The EPRDF is responding
with massive force. The protests , however, are evidently unplanned and are mostly fueled by

police brutality.

By the third day, protests spread to regional cities: Dessie, Gonder, Baher Dar, Awasa, Dire
Dawa and Arba Minch. Tens of thousands are imprisoned. A fee of 1500 birr and forced
confessions ( absurdly absolving authorities of responsibility) are demanded to release corpses.
Describing the events that transpired over those days, Samuel Frehiwot, chairman of a
commission established by Parliament to investigate the riots said, “ Old men were killed while
in their homes. Children were also victims while playing in the garden.” His deputy, Welde-

Michael Meshasha described how many died, “The majority died from shots to the head.”

People were shot, beaten and even strangled, the commission find out.

“ It was a massacre. There is no doubt that excessive force was used,” Welde-Michael told AP

after he and Frehiwot fled the country before submitting their report to parliament.

The world watched in utter disgust. And in the end, the inevitable happened: the government

prevails over its unarmed citizens. A pyrrhic victory if there was ever one!!
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History will not forget the murdered innocents!!

73. Open Letter to Birtukan Mideksa
By Eskinder Nega, October 15th, 2010

One of the drawbacks of living in Ethiopia is the limitation it imposes on reading.

The New York Time’s bestsellers list is actually further away than the mere eight thousand
physical miles that separate the US and Ethiopia. Amazon’s magical kindle? Science-fiction
fantasy, as far as we are concerned. But thanks to the internet, we at least read of the great books
that hit Western markets with sustained (and enviable) consistency. And what promises to be one
of them, Nelson Mandela’s collection of private papers, under the title of “Conversations with
Myself,” was released on Tuesday; addressing amongst other subjects, his anguish at becoming

hero-worshiped.

The image of Mandela in the popular imagination altered slowly over the long years of his
imprisonment. During his trial and the many subsequent years that followed, he was “a radical; a
communist who espoused violence.” That he escaped the death sentence was ironically projected
as testimony to the independence of South Africa’s judiciary; the prevalence of rule of law even
if only within the narrow confines of apartheid. In the poisoned environment of bitter cold-war
rivalry, his conviction was trumped as an indictment against the “violent” black liberation
movement and an affirmation of the “prudence” of the architects of institutionalized racism. But
this is a decade’s long story, and towards the end the image of Mandela changed decisively. It
took the persistence of a small minority—with human rights activists at its core—to make a
difference. And they had no choice but to build an image of the perfect Mandela—saintly,
perfect; almost God-like. Mandela reflects on this in his new book: “One issue that deeply
worried me in prison was the false image [ unwittingly projected to the outside world; of being
regarded as a saint. I never was one, even on the basis of an earthly definition of a saint as a
sinner who keeps trying....As a young man, I combined all the weaknesses, errors and

indiscretion of a country boy, whose range of vision and experience was influenced mainly by
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events in the area in which I grew up and the colleges to which I was sent. I relied on arrogance

to hide myweaknesses.”(End of quotation.)

Whatever Mandela says though, his idealized image—made-up persona—is held so dearly by
South Africans, no prospect is dreaded more than its deconstruction ; which is what he is now
frantically fighting for. But if the experience of the US is anything to go by, he is doomed to
fail—at least in the short run. For the mythologized rendering of George Washington, who led
the American war of independence against the British, as a person incapable of uttering a lie,
endured in school textbooks even after it was exposed—by the original source, no less—as a
made-up story. America refused to let go of the mythologized idol easily. But even if
downgraded slightly, hero Washington remains. And real hero he was. Like the rest of us, he just
was not perfect. Perfection is really a divine attribute, beyond the reach of us mortals. Mandela
treads on the same path. His deconstruction is only a question of time. Still, his hero-status will

not falter.

There are multiple parallel stories in Ethiopia. One inevitably evolved with the extraordinary rise
of the EPRDF to power, and involved scores of personalities—Haylom Arya, Muse
Tekle,Gessese Ayele and others. But there is now an overt drive to re-write history around
a made-up persona of Meles Zenawi.( The theme: Meles as the misunderstood Messiah!) A
thousand pages (by Col. Eyasu.) have already been devoted to his perfection. But his inevitable

deconstruction will hardly be controversial. It will be an open-and-shut case.

The imprisoned leaders of Kinjit, who disputed a stolen election against the odds, were no less
mythologized as the campaign to secure their freedom unraveled. Stricken by the intensity of
emotion with which they were welcomed at Washington’s Dulles Airport weeks after their
release in 2007, an American police officer famously wondered if they were “a rock- band.”
Recounting the extraordinary events of that day, Professor Al Mariam had this to say: “The
crowd would not leave them alone. They followed them outside the terminal. They sang for
them. They assembled in the parking lot. They sang some more. They followed them on the
highways, miles and miles of cars lined up in two lanes. Young people flashing the “V” sign as
they sped down the highway, calling out their names and thanking them. “We love you Birtukan.
Thanks Bre( Birhanu). Thanks Dr. Hailu, Eng. Gizachew, Ato Brook. They followed them to the
Washington Mall. And to the Mayflower Hotel. They just couldn’t get enough of them....People
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hugging, kissing, embracing, singing and congratulating each other, unstoppably.”(End of
quotation) Only mythologized leaders, not ordinary politicians, could have been received this

way.

While too many of them were to sadly fall from the pedestal prematurely, the elevated images of
Birtukan and Birhanu endured. And both were to be reinforced in due course: Birtukan, because

of her re-imprisonment; and Birhanu, because of his alleged involvement in a coup-attempt.

The world-wide campaign to free Birtukan between 2008 and 2010 is a book-length story.
However, in its broad outlines, it mirrors multitude of other campaigns to free famous prisoners
around the globe— South Africa’s Nelson Mandela , Burma’s Aung San Suu Kyi, and now that
he is a Noble prize winner, China’s Liu Xiabo. Inevitably, an exalted image of the prisoner
towered over the substance of the issue in all instances. There is a rational reason for this. People
are swayed—and engaged— more by simple tales of personal nobility and heroism rather than

the mundane details of issues.

And here comes the thrust of this letter: it is only the inflated image of Birtukan—with its
impossibly high standard—that has been punctured by the vulgarly worded pardon-request. The
real Birtukan remains unscathed. Under the made-for- public veneer, there is the real Birtukan
that indeed inspired millions; admittedly, less perfect than the idolized image, but still worthy of
the admiration of millions; still endowed with evident leadership qualities; and whose moral and
intellectual integrity remains intact. In actual fact, it’s a blessing in disguise that the lofty image

1S N0 more.

The standard definition aside, moral bravery in politics amounts to taking unpopular positions
despite social disapproval and possible backlash. Practically all the great personalities of history
have at one point in their career been forced to take unpopular positions. Their greatness lies in
their subsequent success in overcoming this interlude. They did not give up; daunting though

their prospects seemed. And they went on—unwearyingly and doggedly— to win.

The nation expects nothing less from you
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Free Eskinder Nega
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Eskinder Nega’s Amharic Articles
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In a tally of the popular vote, 91.95% voted for EPRDF and affiliate parties,
while only 8.05% voted for the opposition countrywide. Election Day was
peaceful as 89% of registered voters cast ballots, but independent
observation of the vote was severely limited. Only European Union and
African Union observers were permitted, and they were restricted to the
capital and barred from proximity to polling places... .. Overall, the 2010
elections were not up to international standards because the environment

conducive to free and fair elections was not in place.
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