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Ethiopia’s PM sworn in for new term
Thousands die as war rages in northern Tigray region
ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
was sworn in for a new five-year term yesterday, but
the milestone risked being undermined by growing
alarm over the war in the north. Abiy’s Prosperity Party
scored a landslide win in June elections that federal
officials touted as the high-water mark of democratic
reforms he initiated upon taking office in 2018.

Yet by the time voters cast their ballots, tens of
thousands had been killed in the conflict in the north-
ern Tigray region and hundreds of thousands faced
famine-like conditions, according to the UN, tarnishing
the 2019 Nobel Peace Prize winner’s once-glowing
reputation. Since then, fighting has spread to neigh-
boring Afar and Amhara regions while Tigray has fallen
under what the UN describes as a de facto humanitar-
ian blockade, spurring fears of the mass starvation that
turned Ethiopia into a byword for famine in the 1980s.

It is unclear whether Abiy’s swearing-in will alter
the course of the war pitting government troops
against the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF)
rebel group, which dominated national politics before
he took power. Abiy’s office, which blames the rebels
for starting the war last November with attacks on fed-
eral army camps, has said certain conciliatory measures
such as declassifying the TPLF as a terrorist group can
only happen after a new government is formed.

International partners like the United States “will
be looking at this closely to see if there is any shift in
position”, William Davison, senior Ethiopia analyst for
the International Crisis Group, told AFP. Abiy’s gov-
ernment has come under withering criticism for its

conduct of the war, notably from Washington, a long-
time ally. US President Joe Biden in September signed
an executive order allowing for sanctions against the
warring parties if they fail to commit to a negotiated
settlement.

‘Let down’ 
Relations between Ethiopia and the international

community soured further last week when the foreign
ministry announced the
expulsion of seven senior
UN staff, including the local
heads of the UN children’s
agency UNICEF and its
humanitarian coordination
office. Those officials had
left the country by Sunday,
UN sources told AFP. A joint
statement issued yesterday
on behalf of more than 40
countries and read out by
Simon Manley, the UK’s
ambassador to the UN in Geneva, expressed shock and
dismay over the expulsions and urged a reversal.

“Their work is vital in responding to the multiple
humanitarian crises that Ethiopia is facing, and to the
continuing reports of human rights violations and
abuses,” the statement said, referring to the expelled
officials. Western powers feel “let down” by Abiy, a
dynamic that will shape foreign relations during his
second term, said Cameron Hudson, senior fellow at the

Atlantic Council’s Africa Center. “The West will likely
now revert to a playbook it knows... apply pressure
where it can, engage where it must, and keep on the
lookout for better alternatives,” Hudson told AFP.

Ethiopian officials accuse the international commu-
nity of ignoring abuses committed by the TPLF.
Yesterday, President Sahle-Work Zewde, who holds a
largely ceremonial role, took a combative tone in a
speech to lawmakers after Abiy’s swearing-in. “There

has been an effort to desta-
bilize our sovereignty, unity
and societal co-existence,”
she said. “However, those
Ethiopians who won’t nego-
tiate on their country’s pride
and existence have managed
to foil  the conspiracy
devised to destroy Ethiopia
by external enemies and
domestic traitors.”

‘New beginnings’? 
Ahead of the ceremony, signs bearing a flower and

the words “New Beginnings” were posted around the
capital. Abiy was appointed after several years of anti-
government protests against the ruling TPLF-led coali-
tion and promised to break with Ethiopia’s authoritarian
past, in part by holding the most democratic polls the
country had ever seen. Once his new government is in
place, he will have to confront what Awet Weldemichael,
a Horn of Africa security expert at Queen’s University in

Canada, called “a trifecta of crises”: the war Itself and
its humanitarian and economic fallout.

Many analysts expect fighting to pick up now that
the rainy season is ending, Awet noted. “The upcoming
wave of fighting and worsening humanitarian condi-
tions are a further hit on his international standing and
a test to his new government from day one.” Abiy was
expected to speak at a mass rally in Addis Ababa’s
Meskel Square, to be attended by dignitaries including
the presidents of Nigeria, Somalia, Senegal and
Djibouti.—AFP

ADDIS ABABA: Horse riders are on a street as Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed is sworn in for a new five-year term in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia yesterday. —AFP

Transformation to 
conflict: Ethiopia 
under Abiy Ahmed
ADDIS ABABA: Abiy Ahmed promised a clean
break from years of iron-fisted rule in Ethiopia,
where he became prime minister in 2018 after sev-
eral years of anti-government street protests.
Africa’s second-most populous nation has wit-
nessed rapid and historic change since Abiy’s
appointment and in 2019 he won the Nobel Peace
Prize. But war broke out the following year in the
northern Tigray region-where famine now looms
large-and ethnic violence has increased under his
rule. Abiy’s ruling party won a landslide victory in
national elections in June. But ahead of his swear-
ing-in, he faces international condemnation and
growing isolation over the Tigray conflict.

New hope 
Abiy was appointed in April 2018 by Ethiopia’s

authoritarian ruling coalition after years of agitation
by the country’s two largest ethnic groups-the
Oromos and Amharas-forced his predecessor to
resign. Ethiopia’s first ever Oromo prime minister,
Abiy sparked early hopes of a democratic resur-
gence. Dissidents were freed from prison, exiles
welcomed home and a formal apology issued for
state brutality. He also announced economic
reforms, including liberalizing parts of Ethiopia’s
tightly controlled markets, the creation of a stock
exchange, and opening state industries to foreign
investors. But he was not universally popular. A
grenade attack targeted one of his rallies just two
months after he took office.

Peacemaker 
In a surprise move, Abiy made peace with neigh-

boring Eritrea after a 20-year cold war. Eritrea voted
for independence from Ethiopia in 1993. A border
dispute then ignited a 1998-2000 war that left
80,000 dead before sliding into a stalemate. Shortly
after taking office, Abiy extended an olive branch by
accepting the demarcation of the border as drawn
by the UN in 2002. He then paid a historic visit to
Eritrea, where both sides declared the war over. Abiy
won his Nobel in large part for instigating the thaw.

State of unrest 
The opening of political space under Abiy

spurred ethno-nationalism that had long been kept
at bay by the repressive former regime. The Sidama
people in the south voted overwhelmingly in 2019 to
create their own region, Ethiopia’s 10th, and another
referendum was held in September 2021 on whether
to form a South West region. Other groups also chal-
lenged Abiy for greater ethnic self-rule, sometimes
drawing a forceful response. Abiy has struggled to
keep a lid on ethnic violence, including in his native
Oromia. In June 2020, the shooting of an Oromo pop
singer sparked protests that saw 160 people killed in
inter-ethnic violence and clashes with security
forces. Opposition leaders were rounded up and
jailed. Oromia has also witnessed massacres blamed
on local rebel groups. Meanwhile, hundreds of civil-
ians have been killed in ethnically motivated clashes
in Amhara, the second-most populous region.

War in the north 
In late 2019, Abiy disbanded Ethiopia’s long-ruling

coalition and formed the Prosperity Party. The Tigray
People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), which dominated
national politics before Abiy took power, refused to
join. The TPLF complained of being sidelined and
openly defied his rule. In September 2020, it held elec-
tions in Tigray, ignoring a federal order. Two months
later, Abiy accused the TPLF of orchestrating attacks
on federal army camps in Tigray and sent troops into
the region, aided by Eritrean forces. Although he prom-
ised swift victory, TPLF rebels retook the Tigray capital
Mekele in June and Abiy’s government declared a uni-
lateral ceasefire. Fighting has since spread to neighbor-
ing regions. Ethiopia has faced censure on the world
stage over a dire humanitarian crisis in Tigray, and its
troops have been accused of mass rape and ethnic
cleansing.

Election woes 
Abiy vowed to hold the most credible elections

Ethiopia had ever seen to secure a mandate for his
reform agenda. The poll was initially delayed from
August 2020 because of the coronavirus pandemic
and then again until June 21 this year because of
logistical setbacks. The Tigray war, and ethnic unrest
elsewhere, made voting impossible in many parts of
the country of 115 million people. Delayed polls were
held in some areas on September 30, but the out-
come will not have a significant bearing on the bal-
ance of power. —AFP

Ethiopia’s Abiy: From 
Nobel peace laureate 
to wartime ruler
ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed came
to power vowing sweeping reforms that earned him a Nobel
Peace Prize, before becoming mired in a brutal internal conflict
that threatens to destabilize the entire Horn of Africa region.
As the 45-year-old prepares for a new term following his
Prosperity Party’s landslide election win in June, his image as a
modern peacemaker lies in tatters and the surge of hope that
accompanied his initial appointment three years ago has fad-
ed, at least for his critics.

When the deeply ambitious Abiy picked up his Nobel in
2019 for Ethiopia’s rapprochement with neighboring Eritrea,
he declared: “War is the epitome of hell for all involved”. But
he remains defiant despite mounting international alarm over
the conflict in Tigray that has killed tens of thousands of peo-
ple and pushed hundreds of thousands to the brink of starva-
tion. “It’s hard to imagine a greater fall from grace than Abiy
Ahmed’s. From the celebrated heights of a Nobel Peace Prize
to a pariah in just two years,” said Cameron Hudson, a senior
fellow at the Atlantic Council’s Africa Center.

“This is certainly not the first time the West has been
seduced by the promise of a next-generation leader. And it’s not
the first time we have been let down by that leader.” Abiy
blames Tigray’s former ruling party, the Tigray People’s
Liberation Front (TPLF), for starting the war, and there is con-
siderable domestic support for what his government long
termed a “law enforcement operation”. While visiting soldiers at
the front during Ethiopian New Year celebrations last month, he
declared that Tigrayan rebels were doomed to certain defeat.

“The current bandits are target practice for us... By practis-
ing on them, we will build a strong military,” he said. Before the
June polls he told supporters, in his trademark folksy language,
that while Ethiopia might seem riven by crises, the real prob-
lem was one of perception. He compared the country’s experi-
ence to that of a village child disoriented by riding in a car for
the first time. “When the car moves forward, the buildings and
trees go backward and we become confused,” said Abiy, once
a village boy himself.

Seizing the moment 
Born in the western town of Beshasha to a Muslim father

and Christian mother, Abiy has described sleeping on the floor
in a house with no electricity or running water. Fascinated with
technology, he joined the military as a radio operator while still

a teenager. In his Nobel speech, he recalled his time during the
1998-2000 war with Eritrea, saying his entire unit was wiped
out in an artillery attack that he survived only because he’d left
a foxhole to get better antenna reception.

He rose to lieutenant-colonel before becoming the first
head of Ethiopia’s cyber-espionage Information Network
Security Agency. Then came stints as a lawmaker and minister
of science and technology. The circumstances that lifted Abiy
to high office can be traced to late 2015. A government plan to
expand Addis Ababa’s administrative boundaries into the sur-
rounding Oromia region was seen as a land grab, sparking
protests led by the Oromos, Ethiopia’s largest ethnic group,
and the Amharas, the second-largest.

The TPLF-dominated ruling coalition imposed states of
emergency and carried out mass arrests, but the protests con-
tinued. When then-Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn
abruptly resigned, coalition members chose Abiy to become
the first Oromo prime minister in 2018. He released dissidents
from jail, apologized for state brutality and welcomed home
exiled groups - part of a democratic rebirth meant to culmi-
nate in the most competitive elections in Ethiopia’s history.

Road to war 
But Abiy encountered a host of obstacles, notably persist-

ent ethnic violence including in his native Oromia. All the while,
Tigray was seething. The TPLF did not take kindly to his per-
ceived attempts to sideline them. When Abiy dissolved the rul-
ing coalition and formed the Prosperity Party in 2019, the
TPLF refused to go along and defied him by holding “illegal”
regional elections last year. In November, Abiy ordered troops
into Tigray, a move he said came in response to TPLF attacks
on federal army camps. He promised a swift victory, but fight-
ing has spread into neighboring regions and there have been
many reports of atrocities including massacres and mass rape.

‘Lost child’
Abiy has been accused of focusing his attention on beau-

tifying the capital and mediating conflicts abroad rather than
the situation at home. Critics also say he has embraced the
same authoritarianism many hoped he would end, overseeing
mass arrests and abuses by security forces. Gone are the
heady early days of “Abiymania” - now his opponents openly
disrespect him. “He started to behave as a lost child at a
crossroads. Such a child cannot go back because he doesn’t
know from where he came, and he cannot proceed because
he does not know where he’s going,” Merera Gudina, an
opposition leader from Oromia, told AFP earlier this year. But
his supporters remain true believers. Early on in the Tigray
war, one official even suggested that, given Abiy’s efforts to
resolve the conflict, he might be deserving of “a second
Nobel Prize”. —AFP

Western powers
feel ‘let down’

by Abiy
ADDIS ABABA: Abiy Ahmed (2nd left), Prime Minister of
Ethiopia, swears in front of the parliament as reelected
Prime Minister during a swearing-in ceremony for recently
elected members yesterday. —AFP


