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Introduction

1. Ethiopian Minorities and Indigenous Peoples Rights Organization (EMIPRO) is a
legally registered local organization by the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia
Authority for Civil Society Organizations on 19 December 2022 with registry number
of 6567. It was established by human rights defenders from some of the most
marginalized and disadvantaged communities and regions of Ethiopia such as the
Benishangul-Gumuz, Gambella, Southwest Ethiopia, and South Omo Zone of the
Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples Regional State. EMIPRO is the first
local organization dedicated to the protection and promotion of minorities and
indigenous peoples’ rights in Ethiopia.

2. This report is compiled after in-depth interviews with human rights defenders from
minorities and indigenous communities, consultations with community
representatives, and virtual focus group discussions with selected members of
minorities and indigenous communities.

3. This report focuses on some of the prevalent human rights violations and abuses
against minorities and indigenous peoples across different regions of Ethiopia. These
are: A) Right to self-determination; B) Right to land; C) Right to safe, clean, healthy,
and sustainable environment; D) Right to freedom, peace and security; E) Right to
non-discrimination including racial discrimination; F) Right of indigenous women,
children, and persons with disabilities.

A) Right to Self-Determination

4. The 1995 FDRE Constitution recognizes the right to self-determination for all ethnic
groups in Ethiopia. “Every Nation, Nationality and People in Ethiopia has an
unconditional right to self-determination, including the right to secession.”1 The
constitution also establishes a Federal and Democratic State structure and therefore
recognizes the rights of Nations, Nationalities and Peoples of Ethiopia to establish
their own state (sub-federal unit) where they can exercise some level of autonomy.

5. Despite the above constitutional provision, ethnic minorities and indigenous peoples
continue to be deprived of their right to self-determination. Minority regions in
Ethiopia such as the Afar, Benishangul-Gumuz, and Gambella regions continue to be
the most marginalized regions and peoples from access to basic services and lack of
development. Moreover, contrary to the constitutional right to self-determination
(autonomy) accorded to all regional states of Ethiopia, minority regions continue to
suffer from interference by the central government to protect the interests of the
dominant ethnic groups even at the expense of indigenous communities. For example,
in Benishangul-Gumuz and Gambella regions, indigenous communities continue to be
displaced from their ancestral lands through informal migration from dominant

1 FDRE Constitution, 1995, article 39 (1).
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regions to indigenous areas and development projects such as agriculture and mining.

Recommendations:

6. Implement the constitutional right to self-determination for minorities and
indigenous communities especially on issues that matter to them most such as the
use of their ancestral lands.

B) Right to Land

7. The Ethiopian legal framework provides for the protection of land rights. According
to the constitution, “The right to ownership of rural and urban land, as well as of
natural resources, is exclusively vested in the State and in the Peoples of Ethiopia.” It
continues that “Ethiopian pastoralists have the right to free land for grazing and
cultivation as well as the right not to be displaced from their lands.” Similarly, the
constitution grants Ethiopian peasants “the right to obtain land without payment and
the protection against evictions from their possession.” For land administration, the
constitution delegates this mandate to local governments (regional states).

8. Regardless of the above provisions, Ethiopian indigenous communities suffer the
most from both State-led forced evictions, and informal evictions from huge influx of
other ethnic groups to traditional territories of indigenous peoples. For example, in
Lower Omo Valley, which is home to numerous indigenous communities, land lease
to foreign agricultural companies has led to forced eviction of the Kwegu, Bodi, and
Mursi indigenous peoples from their ancestral lands.2 Moreover, the land grabs
associated with large scale plantations in Lower Omo Valley has led to the denial of
access to grazing and farming lands on which the indigenous communities depend for
survival, and to the riverbanks they need for cultivation.

9. Another cause for displacement of the indigenous communities in the Lower Omo
Valley was the construction of Gibe III dam and associated irrigation schemes. Our
consultation with indigenous communities has shown that the Kwegu indigenous
community was not only displaced but were forced into starvation and loss of
livelihood as they lost their farming lands.

10. In the Gambella region of Ethiopia, the Majang indigenous peoples’ right to land is
affected by three factors (large-scale agricultural investments, informal settlement by
other ethnic groups into traditional Majang forests, and recently gold mining). The
Majang indigenous people are forest people living on hunting and gathering. For
years informal settlers from highland parts of the country have intruded into Majang

2 These indigenous communities are predominantly pastoralists, hunter gatherers, and flood-retreat cultivators.
Their livelihoods, culture, and identity are intimately linked with the plains and snaking Omo River, relying
significantly on the river’s annual flood for the cultivation of crops and grazing of cattle. But for the past 18
years, these groups have come under threat as the Ethiopian government has pushed forward with its plans to
“transform” the region.
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forests and turning it into coffee plantations. When they get outnumbered and
overpowered by those settlers, the Majang people go deep into forests. Since recently,
the Ethiopian government has started leasing Majang forest to foreign companies for
tea planation. To make things worse, last year there was gold discovery in Majang
forests and currently many investors (local and foreign) have flooded into Majang
forests for gold mining (both artisanal and large-scale).

11. In Gambella region, the Anywa (Anuak or Anyuak) indigenous peoples’ right to land
is affected by large-scale commercial farmers and influx of refugees from South
Sudan. Since 2010, the Ethiopian government has devised a plan to lease large-scale
lands to both local and foreign investors in Gambella region. Most of those investors
went to Anywa zone (traditional Anywa territories) causing the displacement of over
40,000 Anywa indigenous peoples. Secondly, the civil wars in South Sudan has
caused the influx of over 400,000 refugees to Gambella region. According to latest
UNHCR figures, as of 29 February 2024, there 386,063 registered refugees in
Gambella region3. All these refugees were settled in Anywa territories outnumbering
their host community threefold. Successive Ethiopian governments have over the
years used refugees as a weapon to disempower indigenous communities and
eventually to take their lands. In Gambella region refugees have been wreaking havoc
on the lives of their adjacent host indigenous communities by displacing, killing,
rapping, and preventing them access to their vital resources such as woods, water
points or hunting. But the Ethiopian government is doing nothing to protect
indigenous communities but rather provide protection for refugees.

Recommendations
12. Put in place regulations enforcing the Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC)

principle so that indigenous communities are meaningfully consulted for any
development project affecting their lives.

13. Recognize and protect the indigenous customary communal land ownership and
their customary land administration system.

14. Redistribute the refugee population in Gambella region across the country so that
the responsibility of hosting refugees is shared among different regions of Ethiopia.

C) Right to safe, clean, healthy, and sustainable environment

15. Article 92 of the Ethiopian constitution states that “Government shall endeavour to
ensure that all Ethiopians live in a clean and healthy environment.” It continues that,
“Government and citizens shall have the duty to protect the environment.” Ethiopia
has also adopted various legislations regarding air pollution, occupational safety and
health, and climate change and health in Ethiopia.

16. However, the gold mining activities going on in indigenous peoples’ areas is polluting
water sources used by indigenous peoples for drinking. In Gambella region, Dimma
district where there are major gold mining activities, the waste from the mining is
discharged in Akobo River which is used for drinking by indigenous communities
such as the Anywa and Surma indigenous peoples. The same is true for Majang

3 https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/southsudan/location/1840.

https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/southsudan/location/1840
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indigenous peoples where waste from mining companies are discharged in Chiru
River. So far, there are no studies to identify which chemicals they use, but from our
interviews with local people from the area, they say that those companies use
Mercury, which is a banned chemical both nationally and internationally. Although
Mercury is banned nationally, our interviews with small miners indicate that they still
use it because it is cheap, easy to use and widely available in the black market. In
addition to water pollution, in Majang area the natural forest is being destroyed for
mining. Due to water pollution some health effects are already being observed among
Majang people such as skin diseases (swelling).

Recommendations
17. Allow an independent investigation by specialized organizations into the use of

mercury for gold mining in Gambella and Benishangul Gumuz region and take
appropriate action if this is the case.

18. Conduct a thorough review of gold mining in Gambella and Benishangul Gumuz
regions in terms of their overall impact on the environment and health of
indigenous communities and put in place strong safeguards for the protection of
the environment and wellbeing of the indigenous communities.

19. Protect the Majang forest against destruction by mining companies.

D) Right to live in Freedom, Peace, and Security
20. Indigenous communities in Ethiopia live in peripheral regions prone to ethnic

conflicts and cross boarder violence. Cross border cattle raiding, child abduction, and
destruction of villages are very common phenomenon in areas where indigenous
peoples live. The Mursi (Mun), Surma, Nyangathom, and other indigenous
communities in the Lower Omo Valley are among the victims of cross-border conflict
with other communities from South Sudan and Kenya.

21. In Gambella region cross-border conflict is another huge human rights challenge for
indigenous peoples. On 06 April 2024, two days before the submission of this report,
over 100 Anywa indigenous people were killed in Jor district by well-armed “white
army” (Nuer-militia) crossing from South Sudan. Pino village in Itang district was
attacked in similar way last year by same militia leaving over 50 Anywa indigenous
peoples killed, and the entire village burned to the ground. Pinyman and Po-All
villages have been facing ongoing attacks since last year and now only men left in
these villages.

22. All these attacks are happening in the presence of huge military and federal police
stationed in Gambella. The indigenous people feel, the government security forces are
there to protect the highlanders (other Ethiopian from highland parts of the country)
not the indigenous peoples since they only intervene when highlanders are attacked.
For example, when some militia cross border and take cattle from highlanders, the
Ethiopian military would chase them until they get the cattle back. But if indigenous
villages are attacked, people killed, children kidnapped and cattle taken, the military
never intervenes.
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23. In Benishangul-Gumuz region, indigenous communities are under constant attacks by
neighbouring communities from Oromia and Amhara who want to take more land
from the indigenous communities. There are already large settlers from these
communities in the region who were settled through government programs in the
1980s due to the famine in northern part of the country. Now these settler
communities are taking over more lands from the indigenous communities and
pushing them out of their ancestral lands, which has become cause of conflicts
between indigenous and settler communities. The construction of the Grand Ethiopian
Renaissance Dam (GERD) in this region is another threat for survival and security of
indigenous communities in the Benishangul Gumuz region.

Recommendations

24. Provide protection for indigenous communities especially in Gambella region and
Lower Omo Valley from cross-border attacks.

25. Facilitate the return of abducted children to their families through dialogue and
coordination with the government of South Sudan.

26. Facilitate cross-border peacebuilding, trade, and dialogue among indigenous
communities in coordination with the governments of Kenya and South Sudan.

E) Right to Non-discrimination including racial discrimination.

27. Although Ethiopia boasts of being the capital of Africa and pride of black people,
there is still widespread discrimination and racism against dark skin people. Majority
of Ethiopians have brown/light skin colour compared to indigenous communities from
Benishangul-Gumuz, Gambella, and Lower Omo Valley who have dark skin colour
(more concentrated melanin). Because of this, indigenous peoples from these regions
could be easily identified by other Ethiopians leading to discrimination, racial abuse,
bullying, and being called by derogatory terms while minding their business. It is still
very common to this day to refer to dark skin people in Ethiopia as “Bariya” meaning
“slave”.

28. When indigenous communities travel to Addis Ababa to get Passport, their nationality
is questioned and they are asked to provide more documents (such as security
clearance, or support letter from their regional government) that are not asked from
other Ethiopians. Other Ethiopians are asked only village/Kebele ID and authenticated
birth certificate to apply for Ethiopian passport. But these are not enough for
indigenous people to get Passport, they must provide other documents, at the
discretion of the immigration officer, that are not listed among the official
requirements.
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Recommendations

29. Enact laws that prohibit and criminalize racism in all its forms and revoke all
administrative practices that discriminate against indigenous peoples.

30. Improve the visibility of indigenous peoples at national level and facilitate their
inclusion in federal institutions.

F) Right of Indigenous Women, Children, and Persons with
Disabilities

31. Indigenous women, children and persons with disabilities face double discrimination
because of their minority status but also because of their marginalized positions
within their respective communities. Access to education and child marriage are
some of the major human rights challenges for indigenous girls. Access rate to social
services remain the lowest among indigenous girls and women compare to national
averages.

32. For persons with disabilities, due to prevailing believes among indigenous
communities associating disability with curse within a family, persons with
disabilities from indigenous communities’ face discrimination and isolation from
social activities. Among the Anywa community, infant boys born with undescended
testicles, are murdered right away by traditional midwives since they are believed to
be witches. Even though this practice is now banned in urban areas, it is still widely
practiced in rural areas.

Recommendations
33. Introduce affirmative actions that promote indigenous girls access to education and

carry out nationwide campaigns to stop child marriage among indigenous
communities.

34. Create women empowerment fund targeting indigenous women to support them get
involved in income generating activities such as small and medium size businesses.

35. Carry out national campaigns in consultation and coordination with indigenous
peoples’ organizations to eradicate harmful traditional practices especially those
that discriminate against women, girls, and persons disabilities.


