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ADDIS ABABA: On November 4, Ethiopian Prime
Minister Abiy Ahmed announced a military offensive
against the leaders of the dissident northern region of
Tigray. On Saturday, Abiy claimed the conflict was
over after capturing the regional capital Mekele, al-
though Tigrayan leader Debretsion Gebremichael in-
sists his forces continue to fight.

Here’s a snapshot of the crisis:

Who is fighting?  
The conflict pits the Ethiopian federal army

against forces loyal to the Tigray People’s Liberation
Front (TPLF), the northern region’s ruling party. De-
spite representing less than six percent of Ethiopia’s
110 million people, the TPLF wielded outsized power
in the country for decades after the overthrow of
Mengistu Hailemariam, leader of the brutal Derg
regime, in 1991.

But its influence over security and politics began
to wane after Abiy-the first prime minister from the
Oromo ethnic group, Ethiopia’s largest-came to power
in 2018, gradually wresting control from the TPLF.

In 2019, Abiy was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize
for his overtures towards longtime foe Eritrea, which
neighbours Ethiopia and remains a sworn enemy of
the TPLF.

Abiy’s decision to send troops into Tigray-follow-
ing an alleged TPLF assault on federal army bases in
Mekele and Dansha-was the culmination of mounting
tensions between his government and the TPLF.

Where are they fighting?  
Troops, tanks and air strikes prosecuted the

Ethiopian military assault on Tigray from the south and
west. In just over three weeks, Abiy declared victory,
saying his forces had seized control of Mekele, the seat
of the TPLF. Ethiopia has denied TPLF claims Eritrean
troops joined the fight on the government side.

Abiy on Monday warned Tigrayan leaders that he
would continue to hunt them down, claiming they had
fled to the west of Mekele. However TPLF leader De-
bretsion this week said “the fighting has continued”,
insisting his forces would not stop “as long as these
invaders are on our land”. A security briefing note
seen by AFP said Mekele was calm from Monday but
that looting had been reported. 

What is the impact? 
Thousands have been killed so far, according to

the International Crisis Group, and the UN has
warned of a humanitarian catastrophe as civilians
flee the fighting in Tigray. So far an estimated
45,500 have crossed Ethiopia’s western border into
Sudan, according to the UN refugee agency.

Some refugees say Ethiopian soldiers stationed
along border roads are discouraging people from
leaving the country. Around 600,000 people living
in Tigray depended on food handouts for survival
even before the fighting began-among them
96,000 Eritrean refugees-and the UN has warned
that restrictions on humanitarian access to the re-

gion and the ability to deliver aid are putting them
at dire risk. Food, fuel and cash are in short supply,
according to the UN Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), while the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) says
basic medical equipment is lacking. The government
has indicated its intention to “respond quickly to the
needs of the population of Tigray”.

On Wednesday the UN announced it had
been given access to deliver aid for the first time
since the fighting began. Meanwhile, a commu-
nications blackout has kept Tigray cut off since
the start of the conflict, hampering the work of
humanitarians. But some Tigray residents re-
ported Tuesday that communications had been
partially restored. —AFP

Where is Ethiopia going after 
4 weeks of fighting in Tigray?

Abiy’s decision to send troops into Tigray fueled tensions

A four-year-old Ethiopian girl who fled the Tigray conflict as a refugee is measured at a malnutrition center at
Village Eight transit center near the Ethiopian border in Gedaref, eastern Sudan, on Wednesday. —AFP

Life in Gaza ‘difficult’ 
for disabled: HRW
GAZA CITY: People with disabilities can face an “extraordinar-
ily difficult” life in the Gaza Strip due to the Israeli blockade and
lack of assistance from Islamist rulers Hamas, Human Rights
Watch warned yesterday. Two million Palestinians live in the
poverty and conflict-plagued enclave wedged between Israel,
Egypt and the Mediterranean Sea. 

In a report released on the International Day of Persons with
Disabilities, HRW said the 2007 blockade Israel imposed on the
territory following Hamas’s rise to power had “robbed people
with disabilities in Gaza of their freedom of movement”. Emina
Cerimovic, senior researcher in HRW’s disability rights division,
said Israeli control of Gaza’s eastern border had also impaired
“access to the devices, electricity, and technology they need to
communicate or leave their homes.” 

Israel limits the entry into Gaza of goods that could be used
for military purposes and controls the flow of fuel needed to
power the enclave’s sole electricity plant. The report noted the
impact of recurring power cuts on people with disabilities who
need light to communicate through sign language, or electric
lifts or scooters to get around.  Hamas, which has fought three
wars with Israel since 2008, has failed to provide sufficient
ramps or lifts in many buildings in the enclave, according to the
report. —AFP

South Africa fears 
virus comeback as
cluster outbreaks flare
JOHANNESBURG: Localized coronavirus outbreaks in
parts of South Africa have raised fears that the country could
see a resurgence in cases compounded by gatherings during
the upcoming festive season. Officials in Africa’s hardest
virus-hit country are scrambling to contain infections after
a flare-up was reported in the impoverished Eastern Cape
province and adjacent Western Cape province last month.

The national number of new daily cases crept over 3,000
last week, up 50 percent from an average of 2,000 earlier in
November. More than half the increase is driven by infec-
tions in the Eastern Cape and around 25 percent by cases in
the Western Cape. “(The) small cluster outbreaks which we
are seeing... are transient,” Health Minister Zweli Mkhize said
during an emergency trip to the Eastern Cape last week.

Hospitals ‘overwhelmed’ 
“Something has to be done,” he stressed. South Africa’s

coronavirus transmission rate had slowed significantly after
infections peaked in July, with less than three daily cases de-
tected per 100,000 people between the end of August and
the start of November.

“We are not in a second wave, but in these two

provinces... we are in the midst of a resurgence,” said the
government’s chief COVID-19 advisor Salim Abdool Karim.

If the new outbreaks are not contained, he warned, it
would be “just a matter of time” before the uptick hits the
whole country. Hospitals in the Eastern Cape’s largest city
of Port Elizabeth are already struggling, although local gov-
ernment officials insist they are coping.

Doctors still reeling from the first wave have asked inter-
national medical charity Doctors Without Borders (MSF) to
assist at three main public facilities. “Hospitals indeed are
overwhelmed with much higher numbers of patients... some
say even higher than in July,” said MSF doctor Colin Pfaff,
project medical response coordinator in the province. “Fa-
cilities are struggling with lack of staff,” he added, blaming
“chronic deficiencies” and coronavirus infections among
healthcare workers.

Private facilities are also feeling the pinch. “Our Eastern
Cape hospitals are incredibly full at the moment,” Richard
Friedland, head of South Africa’s leading private healthcare
provider Netcare, said. More beds are being added, “so we
still have capacity to treat cases,” he added. While the
provincial government insists hospitals are neither “full” nor
“overflowing”, the national doctors association this week ac-
cused the health ministry of failing to adequately support
“overworked” staff.

In the Western Cape, authorities are pondering tar-
geted restrictions. “We must first do everything possible,
through our individual and collective action to ensure the
resurge is rolled-back,” Western Cape Premier Alan
Winde said. —AFP


