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‘We won’: A divisive 
activist’s role in 
remaking Ethiopia
ADDIS ABABA: Jawar Mohammed was once so hated
by the Ethiopian state that the media activist was
accused of coup plotting while viewers of his anti-
government broadcasts were hunted down.

Yet today he hosts politicians and diplomats in his
hotel room in the Ethiopian capital, and enjoys the
protection of government-supplied bodyguards.

The dramatic change in Jawar’s fortunes mirrors
the breakneck reforms implemented in recent months
by Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, who has sought to
open up his repressive nation.

To his supporters, Jawar is a freedom fighter who
through his US-based Oromia Media Network
(OMN)  promoted protests that rocked Ethiopia’s rul-
ing party and led to Abiy’s rise.

To his detractors, he’s an ethnic hate-monger
intent on destabilising Africa’s second most-populous
country. In Ethiopia, there is scarcely a more polaris-
ing figure, a role for which Jawar makes no apologies.

“Who cares?” he told AFP in a recent interview. “I
don’t regret a single day. I wanted to bring down the
bloody government that was killing my people.”

‘We planned it’
Abiy came to power in April after the resignation

of his predecessor Hailemariam Desalegn whose last
years in office were defined by anti-government
unrest and nationwide emergency declarations.

That the protests happened where, how and when
they did was no accident, Jawar said.

“We planned it. The people who were organising
the protest and the people who were in OMN are
almost the same,” said the 32-year-old, wearing a
pink shirt and hotel slippers as two mobile phones
periodically vibrated on a nearby table.

Jawar used his media network to coordinate pro-
testers from his Oromo ethnic group against the
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF), a coalition of four ethnically based parties
that has ruled since 1991.

Their target was the powerful Tigrayan faction of
the coalition which they accused of squashing dissent
and marginalising the Oromo, the country’s largest
ethnic group.

While Ethiopian state media was busy downplay-
ing the unrest that began in 2015, Jawar gave it heavy
coverage. Based in the US he kept Ethiopian hours,
staying up all night to share photos and updates from
the protests with his Facebook followers, which today
number over 1.4 million. Jawar calls himself a “micro-
phone” for the Oromo youth who spearheaded the
sometimes violent protests. 

By 2016, protesters from the second-largest eth-
nicity, the Amhara, had joined the revolt.

Jawar’s prominence earned him powerful enemies. 
Commentators accused him of inciting violence

against Tigrayans and other ethnic groups, while
plainclothes police officers in Oromia prowled neigh-
bourhoods, arresting people for watching OMN.

In the US, Jawar said Ethiopian agents rented
offices adjacent to his in Minneapolis, blasting loud
music to disrupt his recordings. 

The protests, Jawar said, were part of a bigger
plan to shift power within the EPRDF away from the
Tigrayans to the Oromo Peoples’  Democratic
Organisation (OPDO), which represents the ethnicity
in the coalition.

“We worked tirelessly and systematically, strategi-
cally, with the OPDO to empower the reformist
forces, and we succeeded beyond our imagination,”
he said. OPDO officials did not respond to requests
for comment. His coup de grace came when he pro-
moted a strike earlier this year that shut down roads
and businesses on Addis Ababa’s outskirts. 

Not long after, Hailemariam resigned and Abiy, a
fellow Oromo from the OPDO, was appointed leader.

While discord within the EPRDF played a signifi-
cant role in Abiy’s rise, Befekadu Hailu, a blogger
repeatedly jailed under Hailemariam, said Jawar

seized the moment to take on the fundamental role of
“de-facto mouthpiece” for the protesters.

“He’s one-of-a-kind, but I don’t really believe in
one man’s absolute power,” Befekadu said. “If he was
not there, other people would have dominated social
media.”

Jawar counts Abiy’s election as a victory both for
Oromos and the country at large. “We fought as an
Oromo and we won as an Oromo. We will build an
Ethiopia that is good to Oromos and good to every-
body else,” he said.

Last month, he returned to Ethiopia after charges
of plotting a coup, filed in 2017, were withdrawn.
Jawar now wants to turn his OMN into an independ-
ent media outlet, the BBC of Ethiopia as he puts it.

But some doubt he can shake off his reputation for
ethnic nationalism and tight personal control.

“The way OMN is going [will] be decided by one
person,” namely Jawar, said Solomon Ungashe, a
founding board member who left after a falling out.
“This is not going to be an independent media.”

Jawar, meanwhile, is unbowed and disdainful of his
critics. “For those who are sceptical, let them be
sceptical and wait until we deliver,” he said. “They
thought I was going to destroy this country. No, we
built it.” —AFP

Chopper crashes 
in Nepal with 7
people aboard
KATHMANDU: A helicopter with seven people
on board crashed into a hi l ls ide in central
Nepal yesterday with the condition of the pas-
sengers unknown, officials said. The single-pilot
Kathmandu-bound Altitude Air helicopter was
carrying six passengers, including a Japanese
trekker, when it lost contact with air traffic
control after taking off from the central district
of Gorkha.

The chopper’s wreckage had been spotted on
a forested hillside in neighbouring Dhadhing dis-
trict, said Kathmandu airport general manager
Raj Kumar Chettri. “We are trying to reach the
crash site by air and on foot. But the weather is
hampering our rescue operations,” he told AFP.

Nepal has a booming private helicopter indus-
try, flying tourists and goods to remote corners of
the Himalayan nation where road access is limited
or non-existent. But the impoverished country has
a poor air safety record due to poorly trained
staff and lacklustre maintenance.

In 2016, seven people were killed in a heli-
copter crash 22 kilometres (14 miles) north of the
capital.  There were multiple helicopter acci-
dents, claiming over a dozen lives, in the wake of
a powerful 2015 earthquake when choppers
were used to rescue the injured and deliver aid
to communities cut off by the disaster.  The
European Union banned all Nepalese airlines
following international alarm over the country’s
air safety record.  —AFP

BANDUNG: At least 21 people died and several oth-
ers were injured when a bus carrying domestic
tourists crashed and plunged into a ravine on the
Indonesian island of Java, police said yesterday. 

The crash happened when the bus with 37 people
on board was heading to a holiday spot in Sukabumi
region, West Java.  The vehicle was seen speeding
downhill and lost control before plunging into a 10-
metre-deep ravine. 

“There were 37 people on the bus, 21 of them
died while the rest were injured,” Galih Bayu
Raditya, head of the traffic unit at the local police
precinct, told AFP. Victims who were injured had
been taken to several local hospitals.

“We believe the accident happened because the
brake failed to function,” Raditya said, adding that
the vehicle’s road-worthy certificate had expired in
2016. The bus was part of a four-bus tour from
Jakarta heading to a rafting spot in Pelabuhan Ratu,
Sukabumi. 

Passengers from other buses who arrived safely at
the destination told the police they had seen smoke
coming from the engine of the bus before it
embarked on the journey. Authorities have issued
repeated warnings that the route where the accident
occurred was not suitable for buses due to the nar-
rowness of the road and multiple tight corners. 

On Friday, another bus carrying 21 people also
crashed in the same region, killing one and injuring

the rest.  Transport accidents are common in
Indonesia, where buses and trains are often old and
badly maintained. 

In February at least 27 people died when a bus
with 40 domestic tourists on board hit a motorbike
and crashed in Subang region, also in West Java. 

Meanwhile, a strong 6.4-magnitude earthquake
shook the southern Philippines yesterday, sending
frightened residents fleeing from buildings, officials
and eyewitnesses said. The quake struck off the
coast of the southern town of Manay at about 3:16
pm (0716 GMT) at a depth of 14 kilometres (8.6
miles), the Philippine Institute of Volcanology and
Seismology (Phivolcs) said in a statement. 

The institute said it expects the earthquake to
have caused some damage but it and the local civil
defence office said there were no immediate reports
of serious destruction. “A lot of people ran from their
homes because a lot of items were falling inside,”
Phivolcs science researcher John Deximo told AFP.

The Philippines lies on the so-called Ring of Fire,
a vast Pacific Ocean region where many earthquakes
and volcanic eruptions occur. At least two people
were killed and scores injured when a 6.5-magnitude
quake struck the central Philippines in July, 2017.

The most recent major quake to hit the
Philippines was in 2013 when a 7.1-magnitude quake
left more than 220 people dead and destroyed his-
toric churches in the central islands.  —AFP

Strong earthquake shakes southern Philippines
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MANILA: Protesters display a banner as they march to the Department of Environment and Natural
Resources (DENR) in Manila yesterday, during a demonstration to denounce coal and fossil fuel indus-
tries and call for a transformation of dirty energy to renewable energy systems. —AFP
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