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KEY TAKEAWAYS

A nascent civil war in Ethiopia threat-
ens crisis in the strategically important
East Africa region.

The conflict is deepening the ethnic
divides and mistrust of the government
that cripple the country.

The U.S. must lead concerned partners
to press for a negotiated settlement
before the fighting settles into a pro-
tracted conflict.

nascent civil war in Ethiopia threatens

crisis and instability in the strategically

important East Africa region. The fight-
ing broke out after years of escalating tensions
between the Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front
(TPLF) that dominated the previous government,
and the current government led by Prime Minis-
ter Abiy Ahmed.

The Abiy government believes it can score a quick
and decisive victory, but a prolonged insurgency is
likely. The conflict has already exacerbated the ethnic
and political tensions in the country that cause divi-
sion and violence; the U.S. should urgently organize
concerned countries to pressure the combatants to
negotiate, while also offering assistance and encour-
agement for a longer-term plan for reconciliation
inside the country.

This paper, in its entirety, can be found at http://report.heritage.org/ib6029
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War Breaks Out

On November 4, the Ethiopian military attacked the northern Tigray
state, the home region of the TPLF, the political party that dominated the
Ethiopian government for nearly 30 years. The TPLF lost its stranglehold
on political and economic power in 2018 after popular protests led by the
Oromo, Ethiopia’s largest but traditionally marginalized tribe, pressured
the government to appoint a fellow tribesman, Abiy Ahmed, as prime minis-
ter. Abiy quickly purged many senior TPLF members from the government
and military, and the TPLF embarked on a campaign of obstruction and
resistance to the new government.

The Tigrayans were further aggrieved by the whirlwind reform agenda
that Abiy launched to address the economic and political crises he inherited.
He made peace with Eritrea, the TPLF’s bitter enemy, then dissolved into
his new Prosperity Party the four constituent factions of the former ruling
coalition party. The Tigrayans, fearing that Abiy was centralizing power,
refused to join. This concern bubbled up again when earlier this year Abiy
indefinitely postponed national elections because of the COVID-19 pan-
demic.! Tigray held its own parliamentary elections in September; Addis
Ababa dismissed the results and appointed a caretaker government for the
state. The TPLF then allegedly attacked a military outpost in Tigray state,?
and Abiy launched his offensive soon after.

The crisis is in part the product of decades of corrupt authoritarian rule
of a nation riven by ethnic distrust. There are more than 80 ethnic groups
in Ethiopia, and for decades Ethiopian rulers have bred animosity by privi-
leging one or another group at the others’ expense. The latter-day emperors
of the monarchy, and the Marxist dictatorship that succeeded it, privileged
the Amhara people;® the TPLF-dominated former government elevated the
minority Tigrayans.*

Abiy tried to resolve the animosity by emphasizing a pan-Ethi-
opian vision,® but some ethnic groups interpreted his agenda as an
attempt to undermine the constitutional guarantee of state autonomy.®
The mistrust deepened as Abiy, perhaps spurred by the urgency of
his inherited crises and the high expectations of the protesters who
swept him to power, adopted a peremptory approach to reform.” The
Oromo soon renounced support for Abiy, and his security services
responded to continuing violence and unrest by imprisoning political
opponents and torturing, disappearing, and summarily executing pro-
testers and others.
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An Emerging Disaster

The quick conventional victory that Abiy seeks might be possible, but a deci-
sive one is unlikely. The TPLF isisolated and has Eritrealooming to its north,
which the TPLF claims has already joined the offensive. Money will be tight,
and it will be difficult for the TPLF to access food and supplies from outside.

However, the fighting will strain Ethiopia’s already distressed econ-
omy, and unrest in regions such as Oromia could grow. Abiy’s maximalist
demands—the disarmament and arrest of the TPLF leadership—has likely
hardened Tigrayan resolve. Tigray may also hold the majority of Ethio-
pia’s military weaponry,® a legacy of TPLF dominance of the military and
Tigray’s status as a frontline state with Eritrea. The TPLF boasts as many
as 250,000 fighters® with an experienced cadre of officers and troops, while
the Ethiopian military could fracture along ethnic lines.”° The TPLF, which
was born as an insurgent movement, is fighting on home ground with the
likely support of most Tigrayans.

Sudan to the west is Tigray’s only possible outlet, and therefore key to
the fighting, but it is unclear how Khartoum will play its hand. It has already
closed border posts, but has also joined international calls for negotiations
that Abiy rejected. Sudan opposes Ethiopia’s unilateral filling of its giant
dam upstream on the Nile River, and its new prime minister, Abdallah
Hamdok, likely has at least a cordial relationship with some TPLF figures
as he lived in Addis Ababa in exile for years. The two countries also have
along-running border dispute on which Khartoum is reportedly seeking
concessions in exchange for keeping the TPLF contained, yet the contested
territory is part of the compensation that Amhara state, which borders the
disputed territory, seeks from Abiy for joining the offensive against Tigray.

The ethnic undertones to the fighting are likely also deepening distrust
within Ethiopia. Many Ethiopians hate the TPLF for its abusive rule, but
Addis Ababa sending troops and ethnic militia against a state will almost cer-
tainly spark fear among other ethnic groups that they could suffer the same
fate. And, despite Abiy’s call to avoid scapegoating Tigrayans, some have been
abused by the security services and fellow Ethiopians. The TPLF, meanwhile,
allegedly slaughtered hundreds of non-Tigrayan civilians residing in Tigray.'*

U.S. Interests

The conflict endangers the huge investments that Washington has made
in Ethiopia. Over the past two decades, the U.S. has delivered more than
$13 billion in aid to the country.’® Washington welcomed Abiy’s ascension
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as an unexpected opportunity to help to build democracy in a traditionally
authoritarian country. The unrest is also eroding Ethiopia’s contribution to
the U.S.-supported international force battling Islamist terrorism in Somalia.**

The fighting is already destabilizing the strategic but fragile East
Africa region that hosts the U.S.’s only permanent African military base,
dominates the international shipping chokepoint at the Bab el-Mandeb
Strait, and contains some of sub-Saharan Africa’s largest economies and
most-populous countries. It is unclear how long or how effectively Sudan,
itself experiencing a delicate political transition, can or will keep its Tigray
border closed—particularly as the costs exacerbate its existing economic
crisis—across which refugees are already pouring. The conflict also likely
signals, for now, the death of what little hope there was for a settlement
of the Egypt-Sudan-Ethiopia Nile dam dispute that the U.S. previously
tried to mediate. There is a danger that the conflict is already spreading: In
response to Eritrea’s alleged incursion into Tigray, the TPLF rocketed the
Eritrean capital of Asmara on November 14.

What Now?

Both sides may see this conflict as existential, leaving little opportunity
for the U.S. and others to persuade them to de-escalate. Nonetheless, Wash-
ington should:

e Urgently lead a diplomatic effort by concerned countries to
persuade the warring sides to negotiate. The coalition will have
to be diverse and include countries with influence in Ethiopia, such
as Kenya, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Turkey, and the United Arab Emirates.
Given his links to both sides, Sudanese Prime Minister Hamdok could
be an important mediator.

¢ Notify both sides that the U.S. will consider sanctions and other
measures against perpetrators of human rights violations.
Making clear to the combatants that the U.S. is considering the option
under authorities such as the Global Magnitsky Act could have a
deterrent effect against the worst forms of violence.

e Encourage and facilitate reconciliation. Without reconciliation
of the many hoary grievances Ethiopia’s ethnic groups nurse, violent
instability that harms the country, the region, and U.S. interests
will continue.
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The fighting in Tigray, whether conventional or as an insurgency, is
likely to be prolonged. It is deepening divisions that have already caused
much trouble, and could plunge the entire region into crisis as refugees flee,
weapons and fighters flow across borders, and coronavirus-devastated econ-
omies tumble further. The U.S. must lead concerned partners to press for a
negotiated settlement before the fighting settles into a protracted conflict
with all the damage that would entail.

Joshua Meservey is Senior Policy Analyst for Africa and the Middle East in the Douglas
and Sarah Allison Center for Foreign Policy, of the Kathryn and Shelby Cullom Davis
Institute for National Security and Foreign Policy, at The Heritage Foundation.
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