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Sexual and gender-based violence

At the last UPR of Ethiopia in 2019, at least 13 recommendations focused specifically on the serious

concern of sexual and gender-based violence in the country, calling for a review of existing legislation,

the adoption of a comprehensive and inclusive legislative framework on gender-based violence, and the

amendment of the Criminal Code to ensure adequate penalties.

Gender-based violence is prevalent throughout the conflict zones in Ethiopia. Accurate data is difficult to

compile, particularly in conflict situations, but primary research in the format of focus group discussions

with affected communities was made available to the WCC for this report. This research suggested that

between 40% and 50% of women and girls suffer gender-based violence in the Tigray, Amhara, Afar, and

Oromia regions of Ethiopia, and of the cases of rape of women and children approximately 90% involved

young and teenage girls.
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The conflict in Tigray, which has involved members of the Ethiopian National Defense Force, the Eritrean

Defense Force, the Tigrayan Forces, Tigrayan militias, the Amhara Regional Special Force, and the Fano

militia, has been particularly serious with respect to gender-based violence. This wartime sexual

violence has been described as a deliberate strategy that targets minority members of society such as

displaced women and refugees.1

In November 2022, an agreement was signed to stop the hostilities in the Tigray conflict, known as the

Cessation of Hostilities Agreement (CoHA). The CoHA included the aim to take action against

perpetrators of sexual violence who committed atrocities during the conflict, however, the rates of

sexual violence in Ethiopia have remained constant and the number of extensive victims involved has

continued to increase significantly.2 Article 35 of the Ethiopian Criminal code states that Ethiopia is

responsible for protecting women from any act of violence and eliminating the influences of harmful

customs, laws, and practices that cause oppression and physical and mental harm to women and girls.

Despite this, Ethiopia still faces serious challenges in addressing sexual and gender-based violence

against women and children. These crimes inflict immense suffering on victims and undermine the

nation's social fabric.

The current penalty framework for sexual violence under the Ethiopian Criminal code is insufficient and

perpetrators receive sentences that do not reflect the gravity of their actions, or receive no punishment

at all.3 This discourages survivors of violence from reporting the crimes done to them and forces them

to suffer in silence, whilst potential offenders do not see any deterrent against the commission of such

crimes.4

Societal attitudes and cultural norms that blame women and girls for being responsible for their own

assaults contribute to the prevalence of these crimes. Consequently, these attitudes create significant

barriers to healing, causing women and girls to isolate themselves. 5

1 https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/gender-based-violence-and-tigray-conflict-ethiopia-path-accountability-
and-
resolution#:~:text=Throughout%20the%20two%2Dyear%20war,These%20figures%20are%20an%20underestimatio
n.
2 Ibid.
3 https://journals.indexcopernicus.com/api/file/viewByFileId/1210458.pdf
4 https://www.unwomen.org/en/taxonomy/term/1563
5 https://journals.indexcopernicus.com/api/file/viewByFileId/1210458.pdf

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/gender-based-violence-and-tigray-conflict-ethiopia-path-accountability-and-resolution#:~:text=Throughout%20the%20two%2Dyear%20war,These%20figures%20are%20an%20underestimation
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/gender-based-violence-and-tigray-conflict-ethiopia-path-accountability-and-resolution#:~:text=Throughout%20the%20two%2Dyear%20war,These%20figures%20are%20an%20underestimation
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/gender-based-violence-and-tigray-conflict-ethiopia-path-accountability-and-resolution#:~:text=Throughout%20the%20two%2Dyear%20war,These%20figures%20are%20an%20underestimation
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/blog-post/gender-based-violence-and-tigray-conflict-ethiopia-path-accountability-and-resolution#:~:text=Throughout%20the%20two%2Dyear%20war,These%20figures%20are%20an%20underestimation
https://journals.indexcopernicus.com/api/file/viewByFileId/1210458.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/en/taxonomy/term/1563
https://journals.indexcopernicus.com/api/file/viewByFileId/1210458.pdf
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Law enforcement agencies, prosecutors, and courts are currently underfunded and cannot effectively

investigate and prosecute these crimes as required. Victim support services, such as counselling,

shelters, and medical care, are largely unavailable.

Recommendations

The Government of Ethiopia must investigate allegations of sexual and gender-based violence, and hold

perpetrators to account.

The legal framework for perpetrators of sexual and gender-based violence should be examined and

revised to ensure the imposition of appropriate punishments for the gravity of such crimes, and

measures taken to include the rehabilitation of perpetrators.

Measures must be taken to help address the extensive needs of women who have experienced sexual

and gender-based violence. In particular, victim support services, such as counselling, shelters, and

medical care, should be provided to support survivors and help them heal from the deep trauma they

experienced due to sexual and gender-based violence.

More resources must be allocated to combat sexual and gender-based violence, including through

public education campaigns which are crucial to educate, challenge and change norms of gender

inequality.

Inclusion of The Rights of Women with Disabilities in Law and Practice

At the last UPR of Ethiopia, several recommendations called for the strengthening of measures to

ensure the protection of the rights of people with disabilities, including through taking measures to

ensure their access to the labour market. Libya called for the strengthening “the national policy on social

protection, in particular for children, women with disabilities and the elderly to ensure their enjoyment

of all human rights” (163.250), and Ecuador called on the Government of Ethiopia to “continue and

increase efforts to ensure the access of women, including women with disabilities, to employment,

education, housing, health care and public life” (163.292)

Ethiopia is a State Party to the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Article 9(4) and

Article 13(2) of the Constitution confirm that all international agreements ratified by the Ethiopian

government automatically become part of the law. This provision should serve to ensure equal
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representation of women with disabilities.

However, women with disabilities in Ethiopia undergo challenges in socioeconomic participation

compared to women without disabilities and to men with or without disabilities. This results in large

unemployment gaps and high exposure to gender-based violence. Article 41(5) of the 1995 Constitution

states that Ethiopia is responsible for the required rehabilitation and support services to the physically

and mentally disabled. This particular wording of the article reflects a narrow medical understanding of

disability.

Ethiopia experiences challenges in implementing disability laws because the legal framework often lacks

the specificity needed to address the unique needs of women with disabilities. Existing disability rights

legislation might not adequately consider gender disparities, while gender equality laws often overlook

the disability dimension. This creates legislative invisibility and creates a gap where the rights of women

with disabilities are not well represented.

Women with disabilities also face challenges accessing infrastructure. For instance, public spaces,

transportation, and communication channels frequently remain inaccessible and unfavourable, hence

hindering education, employment, and social participation for these women. Healthcare access,

including sexual and reproductive health services, can be severely limited due to a lack of trained

personnel and appropriate facilities.

Violence against women with disabilities is also a challenge that women with disabilities battle. They

face a heightened risk due to their compounded vulnerability. Societal stigma, limited mobility, and a

lack of support services create a dangerous environment where perpetrators act with impunity against

women with disabilities.6 For instance, according to Handicap International, only 3% of Ethiopia’s

estimated 2.4 to 4.8 million children with disabilities do not go to school; this is mostly due to stigma

among parents and educators, inaccessibility, rigid teaching practices, poorly trained teachers, and the

lack of adapted learning resources to be able to accommodate children with disabilities.7

Recommendations

The Ethiopian government must strengthen existing legislation to explicitly address the needs of

women and children with disabilities, and bring it fully into line with the Convention on the Rights of

People with Disabilities.

6 https://cdn.sida.se/app/uploads/2021/05/07125813/rights-of-persons-with-disabilities-ethiopia.pdf
7 Ibid.

https://cdn.sida.se/app/uploads/2021/05/07125813/rights-of-persons-with-disabilities-ethiopia.pdf
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Measures should be taken to improve the quality of special education and make education facilities

disability friendly for children with disabilities in Ethiopia.

Ensure the development of initiatives such as skills training programs that encourage, empower and

equip women with disabilities to achieve greater economic independence in various job fields.

Criminalization of rape and sexual violence within marriage

During the last UPR of Ethiopia, recommendations from Sweden (163.829) and Belgium (163.84) called

for the criminalization of marital rape.

Rape within marriage is not regarded as a crime under the Ethiopian Criminal Code. The Criminal Code's

provision against rape defines the crime as non-consensual sex committed outside of wedlock; thereby,

it exempts rape within marriage from the scope of criminal offences. This is a narrow definition that

excludes forced sexual activity within marriage as an offence.8 Victims of marital rape suffer immense

physical and psychological trauma, which includes social stigma, low self-esteem, and physical injuries.

The unequal power dynamic between couples, with no legal recourse for victims of violence, means that

they are silenced which in turn increases the rates of marital rape and violence.

Gender inequality contributes to the difference in economic empowerment between men and women,

resulting in cheap female labour compared to that of men. Men generally have greater economic power

than their wives, which increases the dependency of women upon their husbands and hence the

incidence of marital rape.

There is a belief that marital rape is less serious than rape and sexual violence where the perpetrator is

not known to the victim, and that the victim suffers less mental and physical effects when the

perpetrator is her spouse, or partner.

Recommendations

The Ethiopian criminal code must be amended to ensure that rape and sexual violence within marriage

is termed as an offence, with appropriate penalties for offenders.

8 https://repository.gchumanrights.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/92925c22-5831-4cb7-af54-
e4f3693eaab6/content#:~:text=Marital%20rape%2C%20one%20manifestation%20of,the%20scope%20of%20crimi
nal%20acts.

https://repository.gchumanrights.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/92925c22-5831-4cb7-af54-e4f3693eaab6/content#:~:text=Marital%20rape%2C%20one%20manifestation%20of,the%20scope%20of%20criminal%20acts
https://repository.gchumanrights.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/92925c22-5831-4cb7-af54-e4f3693eaab6/content#:~:text=Marital%20rape%2C%20one%20manifestation%20of,the%20scope%20of%20criminal%20acts
https://repository.gchumanrights.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/92925c22-5831-4cb7-af54-e4f3693eaab6/content#:~:text=Marital%20rape%2C%20one%20manifestation%20of,the%20scope%20of%20criminal%20acts
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Medical care, shelters and counselling must be made available to those who have suffered rape and

sexual violence by intimate partners without discrimination as to their marital status.

Trafficking of Women and Children

At the last UPR of Ethiopia, several recommendations were made with respect to the need for the

Government to take measures to combat the trafficking of persons, particularly women and children. In

particular, Costa Rica called for the clear criminalization of the “trafficking of women and children in

accordance with international standards” (163.86), and Belarus called for the adoption of

comprehensive national legislation in order to, inter alia, explicitly prohibit and criminalize the sale of

children, and further develop a national mechanism for the identification and rehabilitation of victims of

trafficking (163.230).

Since 2019, Ethiopia has significantly strengthened its legal framework against trafficking. Ethiopia has

ratified the Palermo Protocol, a crucial international agreement aimed at combating human trafficking,

especially against women and children. Proclamation No. 909/2015 serves as the cornerstone

legislation, defining trafficking and outlining penalties for perpetrators involved in trafficking. This law

acknowledges the specific vulnerabilities of women and children and provides them with enhanced

protection.

Furthermore, the Government of Ethiopia has expanded the implementation of the 2020 anti-trafficking

proclamation and has reported sentencing data for the first time in several years. This proclamation

provides for the imposition of adequate penalties for convicted traffickers, including significant prison

terms. The Government has taken significant steps, such as increasing job skills training for Ethiopians

seeking formal recruitment processes abroad, to reduce trafficking cases. Additionally, the government

has launched its first trafficking-specific hotline and sought input from survivors to develop new anti-

trafficking measures. 9 However, Ethiopia has not achieved a clear and consistent criminalization of the

crime of trafficking. The Government has disproportionately focused on transnational trafficking crimes

and has not taken sufficient action to address internal trafficking crimes against women, including

domestic servitude and child sex trafficking. Consequently, protection services for victims of women and

children have remained inadequate, especially outside of Addis Ababa, with the government relying

9 https://repository.gchumanrights.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/92925c22-5831-4cb7-af54-
e4f3693eaab6/content#:~:text=Marital%20rape%2C%20one%20manifestation%20of,the%20scope%20of%20crimi
nal%20acts.

https://repository.gchumanrights.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/92925c22-5831-4cb7-af54-e4f3693eaab6/content#:~:text=Marital%20rape%2C%20one%20manifestation%20of,the%20scope%20of%20criminal%20acts
https://repository.gchumanrights.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/92925c22-5831-4cb7-af54-e4f3693eaab6/content#:~:text=Marital%20rape%2C%20one%20manifestation%20of,the%20scope%20of%20criminal%20acts
https://repository.gchumanrights.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/92925c22-5831-4cb7-af54-e4f3693eaab6/content#:~:text=Marital%20rape%2C%20one%20manifestation%20of,the%20scope%20of%20criminal%20acts
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heavily on civil society organizations to provide most victim services.10

Recommendations

The Government take steps to ensure the clear criminalization of the trafficking of women, men and

children, in line with international legal standards.

The Government should expand anti-trafficking training to all levels of government, including regional

officials outside of Addis Ababa.

The Government should increase its efforts to investigate and prosecute alleged traffickers, including for

both transnational and internal trafficking crimes, and seek adequate penalties for convicted traffickers,

such as prosecution and life sentences.

Awareness-raising measures should be taken for people seeking jobs abroad in order to equip them

with the necessary knowledge and skills to avoid being trafficked.

The Government should take measures to identify those at risk of being trafficked by screening for

trafficking indicators, particularly among women and children. These would include women and children

in commercial sexual exploitation, Ethiopian migrant workers returning from overseas, unaccompanied

children, and foreign nationals such as Eritreans, Somalis, South Sudanese, and Cubans.

10 https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-trafficking-in-persons-
report/ethiopia/#:~:text=Proclamation%201178%2F2020%2C%20Proclamation%20to,sex%20trafficking%20and%2
0labor%20trafficking.

https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-trafficking-in-persons-report/ethiopia/#:~:text=Proclamation%201178%2F2020%2C%20Proclamation%20to,sex%20trafficking%20and%20labor%20trafficking
https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-trafficking-in-persons-report/ethiopia/#:~:text=Proclamation%201178%2F2020%2C%20Proclamation%20to,sex%20trafficking%20and%20labor%20trafficking
https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-trafficking-in-persons-report/ethiopia/#:~:text=Proclamation%201178%2F2020%2C%20Proclamation%20to,sex%20trafficking%20and%20labor%20trafficking

