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The case of the Karrayyu people of the Fantalle Zone of East Shewa, Oromia Region in Ethiopia
reveals the depth and far-reaching reverberations of Ethiopia’s disregard for the human rights of
rural producers and indigenous peoples, rights that Ethiopia has formally supported.

1. The Karrayyu are an indigenous pastoralist group numbering 130,000 persons located in
a heavily trafficked conflict area in Ethiopia’s Rift Valley, between the capital Addis
Ababa and the nearest seaport in neighboring Djibouti. The Karrayyu are an Oromo-
speaking people. They govern their affairs according to the practices of a traditional age-
grade system known as Gadaa. The social practice and traditions of the Gadaa system
were inscribed on the UN Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity in 2016.iii

2. The Karrayyu’s survival as a distinct indigenous people is under threat due to a
combination of factors, most of which are directly related to the gross violation of
human rights that Ethiopia has committed to protect. These include:

a. targeted extrajudicial killings of traditional authorities, esteemed leaders and
guardians of the Gadaa system, as well as community members,

b. systematic attacks against Karrayyu culture and way of life, by destroying
sacred sites and ceremonial objects, disrupting calendric cycles, outlawing and
distortion of ritual commitments, etc.

c. arbitrary detention,
d. torture of individuals in public and in detention,
e. crippling land loss and deprivation of clean water through

i. tolerating or encouraging territorial expansion by armed groups from
neighboring regions while withholding state protection,

ii. state confiscation of land for major infrastructure projects that do not
benefit Karrayyu but enable advantages to accrue to elites attached to
state and party in power,

iii. failure to prevent massive toxic water encroachment over massive
grazing lands as lake expansion covers once fertile valuable pasture
with poisoned water from polluting manufacturing process and
runoff, (Annex2)

f. pollution of the general environment including water, plants, animals, air and
land, by failure to control sugar processing and manufacturing by-products,

g. widespread population displacement due to violence that is met with failure to
attend to or adhere to UN provisions regarding protection and care of
internally displaced people (IDPs),

h. denial of access to Karrayyu by international or local Ethiopian humanitarian
agencies, resulting in prevention/withholding of food, water, medical care, and
education assistance,

i. disregard for Karrayyu mechanisms of justice and reconciliation,
j. the workings of a secret committeeiii authorized to override other mechanisms

of government,
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About the Karrayyu

3. Following their Gadaa lifeway, Karrayyu thrived for centuries in their current location by creatively and
successfully raising livestock, camels, cattle, sheep and goats, combined with some agriculture, within a
semiarid ecological niche at the heart of what became the Ethiopian state.

4. The location of the Karrayyu territory, (Annex1), lying directly between Addis Ababa and a number of
current and potential Eastern seaports is significant to their current vulnerability. Notably Karrayyu are
situated where a new highway is planned by the government that will transect Karrayyu land. This places
Karrayyu land as the target of speculators who anticipate land deals and profits from large industrial parks
and installations projected near that highway.

Karrayyu Have Faced and Overcome Historic Dispossession of their Ancestral Landsiv

5. Historic dispossession imposed the Awash National Park, carving out 827 sq km of the
Karrayyu northern gazing lands.

6. Later in the 1960s, the Haile Selassie government added a large sugar plantation on
Karrayyu traditional lands which resulted in a reduction of 65% of Karrayyu traditional
territory within a short period Their activities and livelihoods were also prohibited.

7. Sugar processing runoff created a massive polluted lake, swallowing up and rendering
inaccessible the best Karrayyu grazing area.(Annex 2)

Current Land Loss and Displacement – Violent Dispossession by Armed Groups (Annex

8. In 2019 armed militia from neighboring Amhara region crossed Karrayyu’s western
border. These “Fano” carried out a systematic, violent takeover of most of the remaining
grazing lands on the Western plain. With no resistance from the State, these armed
vigilante groups have aggressively moved into those vital grazing lands, looted and
burned houses, and displaced Karrayyu. (Annex3)

9. The settlers put up a sign announcing the new regional boundary. While the Karrayyu
contested the claim and took the sign down eight times, the federal government supported
the takeover by posting a 24-hour Ethiopian National Defense Force (ENDF) military
sentry to protect the sign from 2020-2023, legitimizing an illegal takeover and indicating
to the Karrayyu that the government supported the Fano militia in extending Amhara
territory to their detriment. (Annex4)

By 2021 the Karrayyu Resiliency Faced Unprecedented Challenges, Reliance on Abba Gadaa Leadership

10. The Abba Gadaas of the Michellee Gada came to office in 2019, (fulfilled their
responsibility to the Karrayyu. They declined to accept stipends and vehicles offered
them by government officials in exchange for leaving Karrayyu territory to participate in
formal obligatory Oromia Regional State events, to stand with officials, to demonstrate
loyalty. They declined to sacrifice their labor force of young men to send them to the
Tigray war front. These priorities were clearly displeasing to the government.

A Targeted Massacre of Karrayyu Leaders Signals Planned Destruction of the People and Lifeway

11. On December 1, 2021, security forces on orders of regional government officials, brutally massacred 14
sitting Abba Gadaas.

12. The Ethiopian state revealed malicious intent regarding the Karrayyu by ordering the
abduction from a known sacred site (Annex5), a deceptive message of intent, the intent to
massacre of 16 Abba Gadaas, the entire Karrayyu leadership, in a single attack on the
orders of the Oromia Regional State Police commissioner Ararsa Mardasa. These orders
were conveyed on speaker phone and overheard by the surviving Abba Gadaas but more
importantly, by the perpetrators who defended themselves saying that executing the Abba
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Gadaas was done following his orders. This revelation led to the exposure of the killing
squad orchestrated at the highest levels of government, the Kore Nageenyaa.v While this
plan for the Abba Gadaas was not completely executed (two survived), the aftermath of
the event has included repeated targeted attacks which confirm intent, expose the
command structure and reveal the ongoing threat to the Karrayyu. Disclosure of the Kore
Nageenyaa explains violations of rights of people found to be innocent in Oromia and
beyond, including the overriding of decisions made within Ethiopia’s own justice system.

13. Events surrounding this massacre of the Abba Gadaa cabinet and the impact are well-
covered. Among a number of sources, media, human rights defenders and advocacy
groups, the UN ICHREE investigation report devoted paragraphs 354-361 in the full
October 13, 2023 CRP-3 reportvi.

14. This attack on Gadaa and its leaders on December 1, 2021 has been regarded as an attack
on the core of Karrayyu institutional structures and thus a direct threat to the survival of
Karrayyu identity, resilience. (Annex7)

15. This massacre signaled a new era of brutal repression against Karrayyu, one that demands
an urgent and massive collective response of the entire UN and Human Rights, Indigenous
rights and genocide prevention community. (Annex8)

16. The events also revealed orchestrated moves to displace the population from that region.
Attacks have continued and intensified but few have reported the intensifying assaults on
the community.

Ongoing Assaults on the Karrayyu Community – Killings, Torture, Displacement, Deprivation of
Food and Clean Water

17. The Ethiopian Prosperity Party (PP) contrived a formula to annihilate the sacredness of
the Karrayyu Gadaa and their rituals and ceremonies. It created a narrative by which
Oromo Liberation Army (OLA) served as an imaginary threat to justify strict control and
isolation of the Karrayyu, restrict freedom of assembly, right to practice their spiritual,
religious traditions, customs and ceremonies, and liberty of movement, and keep them
under tight government constraint. This formula served the purpose of implicating
innocent Karrayyu community in its own conflict with OLA and it justified withholding
humanitarian assistance from local or international NGOs.vii Karrayyu resistance against
PP machination was blamed on OLA. Karrayyu were punished by association, even
when they have no knowledge of, much less any affiliation to OLA. The strategy of
destroying Gadaa among the Karrayyu at its source by eliminating the sitting leadership
is an attack on a valuable form of Indigenous African democracy, one that has been
recognized and protected by UNESCO. It also is an attack on the aspiration for
democracy expressed by Oromos in other parts of Ethiopia who resist the atrocities of the
PP government as they did its predecessors.viii

18. Waves of violence continued to hit the Karrayyu community, targeting and killing
seasoned and budding leaders. Examples abound. On October 15, 2022, government
security forces publicly executed Boru Roba, a respected member of the Karrayyu Gadaa
leaders.ix They took him from his residence in Tututi village and shot him. They also
abducted his two siblings (a brother and a sister) and two other community members and
took them to a nearby military camp.

19. On March 12, 2023, the remaining senior Gadaa leader Hawas Mato Borra, was gunned
down by armed militias crossing into Karrayyu land from the Amhara region.x He died of
his injuries two days later, on March 14, 2023. Residents told Addis Standard that Hawas
was herding cattle at Kaarra, when gunmen from neighboring Amhara region launched an
attack, that there have been ongoing clashes between Karrayyu community and Amhara
militants who have encroached massively into Karrayyu lands.xi Hawas Mato Borra was
thirty-one years old among senior leaders of Gadaa and a father of one boy.
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20. On March 26, 2023, relentless violence was reported from Karrayyu.xii Less than two weeks after the
March 12 gunning down of Hawas Mato Borra, government forces raided the Karra sacred ground again,
savagely beating people and killing another senior Gadaa leader. Gobu Hawile Borra was severely injured
during the brutal beating and died of the injuries the next day on March 27, 2023. This was not a random
killing because Gobu held a valued position in Karrayyu governance. He was Abbaa Sabbata in tuuta
Michillee, which means, he is the one who stands in for the murdered Gadaa leader, Kadir Hawas Boru.
Residents lament that the relentless attack on Gadaa has now taken even the replacements leaving them
completely leaderless. Government forces continued to seek and kill Gadaa and community leaders. On
October 17, 2022 government security forces killed a Karrayyu Gadaa leader and abducted five others from
their homesxiii. There was a general purge led by security forces. Local people reported, saying, “Houses
have been looted and burned, cattle confiscated and people, including the elderly and women are harshly
beaten in these villages according to the residents. There are also reports of killing of two other unnamed
men in Gidara village.” (AnnexA)

Arbitrary Detention of an Entire Community

21. In a recent update an eyewitness reported an event of great consequence for the Karrayyu
community – an incident of massive collective punishment for an event whose details
cannot be verified. On January 5, a bus was burned on the road to Matahara from Adama. It
was 1 km from the Ilala military. The ENDF blamed the community for “harboring” OLA
fighters. The locals reported that no one saw OLA fighters and suspected the military.

22. The next day, January 6, a massive raid was launched against four Karrayyu villages located onlong that
highway. The entire security force, the whole Ethiopian military ENDF stationed in that area, participated,
rounding up passersby from the market, residents from these four villages and persons tending livestock in
the vicinity. In total, 402 people were apprehended by force, gathered together and compelled, to move by
foot without preparation, to the grounds of the Ilala military camp. These hastily collected people were
forced to remain on the grounds of that vast military camp in the open air, not only without shelter but
without provisions. This large crowd was held there for three days without water or food. It was an
assembly of all sectors of the society, including elderly people, children, breast-feeding mothers,
community leaders, youth, all kinds of people held for three days under tight restriction. No one could
come out; no one could go in to ask about them, or to take them any water, meals, medications, clothing,
blankets or other supplies. The people suffered and later recounted the depth of the trauma and feeling of
desperation and vulnerability they experienced. After three days, on January 9, the ENDF released most of
the people but retained 34 from the group, keeping them in detention. From among those 34, three people
were killed, persons in their 30s or 40s who were regular community members. Their bodies were found
three days later, around January 12, discarded at a distance from the camp. 

23. The reason given for collecting and mistreating this large group of diverse people was an unproven
accusation that the community is harboring OLA members whom the military accused of burning that bus
in front of the military camp. The community members were accused of knowing where these OLA
perpetrators were; the security agents deprived them of food and water until they reveal their whereabouts.

24. When closely examined, the strategic forms of brutality levelled against the Karrayyu amount to crimes
against humanity. The Karrayyu are indigenous people who have been targeted by the State and other
forces, through murder, forcible relocation, imprisonment, tortured and persecuted. Additionally, the State
is denying the Karrayyu humanitarian assistance, robbing them of their Gadaa lifeway, and systematically
grabbing their land. The December 1st massacre took these ongoing atrocities to a whole new threshold. It
is a direct, intentional attack on respected and culturally venerated leaders. Genocidal intent seems clear.
All leaders were rounded up but the most senior were named and selected for the slaughter.

What We Recommend
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25. Ethiopia should ratify the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Ethiopia
was not present at the historic vote in 2007 and has not yet ratified these provisions. This
should be required of all members of the Human Rights Council. Under the Ethiopian
Constitution of 1995, which is still in effect, lands are considered to be legally owned and
controlled by the “nations, nationalities and peoples” of the country. The constitution
grants multinational federalism and hence protection and the right to self-determination,
especially for peoples like the Karrayyu. Karrayyu are well within legal and
constitutional rights to claim ownership and control over their ancestral lands which are
essential for their survival. Their right to informed consent in the disposition of their
ancestral lands is a right to be protected.

26. To respectfully request that the Special Procedures urge Ethiopia to protect the collective
rights and individual rights of the Karrayyu and all indigenous peoples in Ethiopia,
including and not limited to:

a. Their right to self-government as affirmed in the UN Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples
b. Their right to their traditional lands. This includes the protection of their

lands, not granting concessions, permits or other to third parties without the
Karrayyu’s Free, Prior and Informed Consent. Restitute the lands taken
from the Karrayyu without their consent.

c. Their right to culture, including redress for the systematic actions against
the Gadaa, pillar of their culture.

d. Take effective measures to protect the Karrayyu in light of ongoing attacks,
killings and threats to their existence.

e. To halt destruction of Karrayyu land and their livelihoods. This includes
the pollution of water sources by state-owned enterprises which
contaminates the people, animals and vegetation that supports peoples and
their livelihoods.

f. Urge the State to harmonize legal frameworks and policies with the
Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

27. Urge the State to investigate, sanction and ensure non-repetition for the targeted killings,
including the December 2021 massacre and subsequent killings of survivors.

28. Welcome an official country visit to Ethiopia UN Special Mechanisms, in particular the
Special Rapporteur of Indigenous Peoples Rights, to meet with Karrayyu, to document
their land rights situation and extrajudicial killings, among other issues noted above.

29. Engage with UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage to take actions to safeguard the
Gadaa System, which has received recognition in 2016, on the specific issues that impact
the people, their culture and their land, and above all to act urgently to stop and reverse
effects of attack, dispossession, displacement, and hazardous neglect of the leaders and
guardians of that heritage.

30. Provide support to the appropriate UN special mechanisms and other departments within
the UN who initiate measures that bring a halt to the destruction of Karrayyu land, water
sources and vegetation that supports people and animals.

31. Implement the recommendations of the UN International Commission of Human Rights
Experts on Ethiopia, ICHREE.

i UNESCO, Gada System, an indigenou democratic socio-political system of the Oromo. Available at:
https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/gada-system-an-indigenous-democratic-socio-political-system-of-the-oromo-01164
ii
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iii “In Ethiopia, a secret committee orders killings and arrests to crush rebels,” a Reuters report by Giulia Paravicini,
February 23, 2024. https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/ethiopia-violence-committee/
iv For detailed treatment of the impact of this historic land dispossession, Annex 3
v In Ethiopia, a secret committee orders killings and arrests to crush rebels, a Reuters report by Giulia Paravicini,
February 23, 2024. https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/ethiopia-violence-committee/
viA Dagger to the Heart: The Killing of Indigenous Oromo Leaders, February 11, 2022, The Elephant
https://www.theelephant.info/analysis/2022/02/11/a-dagger-to-the-heart-the-killing-of-indigenous-oromo-
leaders/#.YgfOGTMIZo6.twitter, Calling out Injustice: The Karrayyu Massacre and Beyond a report by the Siinqee
Institute February 2022,
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/62cb44804a45b91d17457807/t/6330bad4c0eaf360e0a05d60/1664137943
904/The-Karrayyu-Massacre-Report-of-the-Siinqee-Institute.pdf, Comprehensive investigative findings and legal
determinations International Commission of Human Rights Experts on Ethiopia
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/hrbodies/hrcouncil/chreetiopia/a-hrc-54-crp-3.pdf,

viii See Siinqee Institute, pp. 16-19, Footnote 5.
ix See reporting on Addis Standard at https://addisstandard.com/news-government-security-forces-kill-member-
ofkarrayyu-gadaa-leaders-abduct-five-others-in-east-shewa-zone-of-oromia/
x See reporting on Addis Standard at https://addisstandard.com/news-senior-karrayyu-gadaa-leader-survivor-of-
2021-massacre-gunned-down-in-latest-clashes-residents-suffering-persistent-violence-drought/
xi See extensive encroachment on this map https://www.ehrvr.com/Maps/Detail/3
xii See Voice of America Oromo Program at https://www.voaafaanoromoo.com/a/7031226.html
See also Addis Standard at https://addisstandard.com/news-as-violence-in-fentalle-persists-another-karayyugadaa-
leader-died-after-heavily-beaten-by-govt-security-forces-residents/
xiii “Government security forces kill member of Karrayyu Gadaa leaders, abduct five others in East Shewa Zone of
Oromia” October 19, 2022 https://addisstandard.com/news-government-security-forces-kill-member-of-karrayyu-
gadaa-leaders-abduct-five-others-in-east-shewa-zone-of-oromia/
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