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The freedom of opinion and expression in Ethiopia

Students’ academic freedoms are threatened by tension

Although the Ethiopian authorities have released a number of academics imprisoned for
several years, the country has recently experienced some setbacks that could threaten this
progress. Perhaps the most prominent event is what happened in January 2020. And
according to a report published by the Ethiopian Ministry of Science and Higher Education,
the protests broke out inside 22 universities has caused 35,000 students to quit class. The
ministry stated that it had taken several disciplinary measures against more than 640 students
and 40 teachers, as part of measures to combat unrest in various Ethiopian universities.*

Ethiopia has around 30 million learners in Ethiopian schools and nearly a million in the
50 public universities and more than 250 private academic institutions, all of which represent
high potential transmission sites.? Those students, freshman students or otherwise, will have
to sign an agreement with district-level education offices in the areas where they (and their
parents) live.

The Ministry has prepared a form which will be filled out by students and their parents, and
submit it to the education office in their areas of residence. Freshman, Junior or senior level
university students will not be admitted to for the academic year if they do not produce filled
out, signed and stamped form. The ministry has made it clear that it will hold both parents
and students for wrongdoings that will negatively impact peace and security in the
universities.®> Although most college students are of legal age (18 years according to the
constitution), the new regulation holds parents accountable for actions committed by
students.

Blocking the Internet... Back to the repressive methods

Despite Article 29 of the Ethiopian Constitution which stipulates that, “Everyone has the
right to hold opinions without harassment,* Ethiopia continues to cut off internet services
muzzling freedom of expression since 2016, and in 2019, internet was interrupted four times,
under the cloak of national security, quelling rising protests, controlling strikes, and exam
cheating.5 In August 2019, Ethiopia’s Prime Minister said that if deadly unrest in the country
continues with online incitement, internet in the country could be cut off “forever.”®

Since January 3, 2020, the authorities have disconnected mobile phone networks, landlines,
and internet services in western Oromia’s Kellem Wellega, West Wellega, and Horo Gudru
Wellega zones. The shutdown has been imposed in areas under federal military control and
comes amid reports of government military operations against the armed wing of the once-
banned Oromo Liberation Front (OLF).”

Maat for Peace, Development and Human Rights believes that this measure shows that the
Ethiopian government is ready to return to the same repressive tools once used by the late
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authority to deal with problems, opening the door to the possibility of using the same
repressive tools to freedom of opinion, expression and academic freedoms.

Harassment of media and journalists in Ethiopia... political rivalries

OnJuly 22, 2019, at least 25 people were killed in clashes between Ethiopian security forces
and activists in southern Ethiopia, during the protests across the Sidama region. Activists
from the Sidama ethnic group were set to declare their own federal state through holding a
referendum on the issue.®

It should be noted that in October 2019, security forces surrounded the house of the journalist
Jawar Muhammad,® the government tried to withdraw his security clearance.® Jawar is a
media entrepreneur, enjoying an active presence on social media, and his Facebook account
is followed by about 1.75 million people, highlighting his quick ability to organize the
protests.!

On October 23, 2019, police fired gunshots and teargas to break up demonstrations in
Ethiopia, and some residents said that protests quickly spread to other parts of the capital and
to the cities of Adama, Ambo, Harar and Jimma. Four people were reportedly shot in Ambo.
On Friday, October 25, 2019, the death toll reached 67. This is a dangerous escalation by the
Ethiopian authorities against media entrepreneurs and bloggers, and it contradicts the
ongoing claims of the current authority to guarantee freedom of opinion and expression. It is
unacceptable to use repression against such peaceful demonstrators, which calls for a real
and transparent investigation of local and international public opinion. Especially since this
behavior is not commensurate with a Prime Minister receiving the Nobel Peace Prize. There
is no peace consistent with the suppression of the demonstrators by those methods that were
used by the last authority.

On February 17, 2020, the police in Ethiopia launched an attack on opposition party
supporters in the Oromia Region on Saturday, killing one person and arresting and injuring
scores more. Later, the Oromia Liyu police raided the inauguration of an Oromia Liberation
Front (OLF) office in Welenchiti, firing live bullets and tear gas, killing one OLF supporter
who was a clothes vendor.*?

After the outbreak of the Corunavirus (Covid 19) and the imposition of a state of emergency
in the country to combat it,*® the government took advantage of the situation to restrict
freedom of expression and opinion. On March 27, 2020, the "Federal Police" arrested "Yaesu
Shimelis" after publishing a report about the Coronavirus on his Facebook account and
YouTube channel. He was condemned by Ethiopia’s national Ministry of Health over his
claims that the Ethiopian government had told religious leaders to prepare 200,000 graves to
accommodate deaths from the virus.* In the week before his arrest, he had been receiving
calls from federal security personnel questioning him about an interview he had had with a
former Ethiopian foreign minister.
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Recommendations

Maat for Peace, Development and Human Rights recommends stakeholders the following:

« Investigate all cases of violence in universities, and announce the results of
investigations immediately to the public opinion.

» The need to find more innovative solutions to face examinations leakage, to stop
shutting down the internet in the country, for jeopardizing freedom of opinion,
expression and academic freedom.

» The Ethiopian government must abide by the 2016 United Nations Human Rights
Council resolution urging states to respect rights on the internet.

« Stop abusing the new emergency law to further suppress freedom of opinion and
expression for journalists and media professionals.




