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Fast politics, slow justice: Ethiopia’s 
Somali region two years after Abdi Iley
Tobias Hagmann

SXLIV�F]�%FHM�Ƅ-PI]ƅƅW�TEVEQMPMXEV]�liyu or special police܀8 .

4VIWMHIRX�1YWXEJEƅW�ETTSMRXQIRX�F]�4VMQI�1MRMWXIV�%FM]�%LQIH�XSSO�TPEGI�EJXIV�XLI�JIHIVEP�
government’s patience with Abdi ‘Iley’ had run its course. Abdi ‘Iley’’s role in the Somali-
3VSQS�GSRƽMGXW between end of 2016 and early 2018 had put him at odds with Abiy’s 
Oromo Democratic Party. When the former regional president instigated ethnic violence in 
.MKNMKE�ERH�XLVIEXIRIH�WIGIWWMSR�SJ�7SQEPM�6IKMSREP�7XEXI��LI�[EW�RS�PSRKIV�XIREFPI��;MXL�
reformers in power both in Addis Ababa and the regional capital Jigjiga, hopes were high 
that perpetrators of the Iley administration would be held accountable for their crimes, that 
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victims would be compensated and reconciliation be pursued. President Mustafa had a personal 
WXEOI�MR�LSPHMRK�XLI��TSPMGI�EGGSYRXEFPI�Ɓ�WSQIXLMRK�LI�LEH�VITIEXIHP]�I\TVIWWIH�SR�WSGMEP�QIHME�
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series of war crimes and crimes against humanity during their ‘counter-terrorism’ operations in 
2007 and 2008.

8LI�GSRƽMGX�FIX[IIR�XLI�320*�ERH�XLI�)XLMSTMER�EVQ]�XSSO�E�HIGMWMZI�XYVR�[LIR�E�RI[�VIKMSREP�
paramilitary force, the liyu or special police, became involved in the counter-insurgency around 
2008. The liyu police is composed of ethnic Somalis, predominantly from the same Ogaadeen 
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SJ�TSPMXMGMERW�ERH�GMZMP�WIVZERXW�[MXL�LMQ�XLEX�[IVI�TEVX�SJ�XLI�76%.�RIX[SVO��,I�TPERRIH�XS�ETTSMRX�
them in leading positions in the region. Because most of these diaspora returnees carried foreign 
TEWWTSVXW��XLI]�[IVI�FEVVIH�JVSQ�LSPHMRK�SƾGI�ERH�LEH�XS�GSRXIRH�[MXL�FIMRK�ƄEHZMWSVWƅ�XS�XLI�
President. In April 2019 the ESPDP was renamed Somali Democratic Party and in December 2019 
it merged with Prime Minister Abiy’s new multi-ethnic Prosperity Party.

While few doubted President Mustafa’s credentials as a democracy and rights advocate, governing 
7SQEPM� VIKMSR� EJXIV� %FHM� Ƅ-PI]ƅ� TVSZIH� XS� FI� E� HMƾGYPX� ERH� XLEROPIWW� XEWO�� ,MW� QEMR� GLEPPIRKI�
consisted of rebuilding a civilian administration after years of state despotism while both regional 
and national politics were in upheaval.

-R�E�ƼVWX�WXIT�XLI�RI[�EHQMRMWXVEXMSR�GPSWIH�.EMP�3KEEHIIR�ERH�WGVIIRIH�XLI� liyu soldiers. The 
4VIWMHIRX� PIH�XLI�ƼVWX�WGVIIRMRK�IJJSVX�[LMPI�XLI�RI[� liyu police commander General Mohamed 
Ahmed Mohamoud��E�JSVQIV�)2(*�SƾGIV�STTSWIH�XS�%FHM�Ƅ-PI]ƅ��ERH�X儀䤀嘀�

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/12/23/ethiopias-president-wants-change-ruling-coalition-whos-getting-left-out/
https://www.africanews.com/2019/09/05/ethiopia-s-controversial-liyu-police-ditch-bullets-for-rubber-batons/
https://www.africanews.com/2019/09/05/ethiopia-s-controversial-liyu-police-ditch-bullets-for-rubber-batons/
https://www.untoldstoriesonline.com/new-ogaden-movement-somali-region-justice-and-democracy-movement-srjdm/
https://www.voanews.com/africa/assassinations-arrests-test-ethiopias-fragile-push-toward-democracy
http://addisstandard.com/breaking-somali-region-vice-president-says-possible-plot-of-treason-against-the-region-foiled-eleven-cabinet-members-in-addis-abeba-for-emergency-briefing/
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Mustafa dismissed his regional security chief, once a close ally, in early April. At the end of May 
WSQI� ��� QIQFIVW� SJ� TEVPMEQIRX� QEHI� REXMSREP� LIEHPMRIW� EJXIV� [EPOMRK� SYX� SJ� E� WIWWMSR� in 
protest of the government, only to be arrested and beaten up by the liyu police. Aden Farah, 
the region’s vice President and a reliable administrator, left the region to become the House 
SJ�*IHIVEXMSRƅW�RI[�WTIEOIV�MR�.YRI��1SVI�MQTSVXERXP]��IZIV�WMRGI�XLI�7(4�HIGMHIH�XS�NSMR�XLI�
new Prosperity Party, a general sense of mistrust and uncertainty� XSSO�LSPH�SJ�7SQEPM�VIKMSR��
Critics of the President who themselves often pursue their own personal agenda, accuse him of 
jeopardising regional autonomy.

Critique towards President Mustafa’s administration comes from different corners. Some 
Ogaadeen complain that the region’s new clan balance of power has seen their interests 
HMQMRMWLIH�� 2SR�3KEEHIIR� GSQTPEMR� XLEX� XLI� 4VIWMHIRX� LEW� RSX� WYƾGMIRXP]� EHHVIWWIH� XLIMV�
KVMIZERGIW��JSV�I\EQTPI�VIXYVRMRK�YVFER�PERHW�XS�QIQFIVW�SJ�XLI�GPER�JEQMPMIW�EVSYRH�.MKNKE��
1ER]�I\TVIWW�HMWWEXMWJEGXMSR�RSX�[MXL�XLI�4VIWMHIRX��FYX�[MXL�LMW�EHQMRMWXVEXMSR��[LMGL�MW�VSYXMRIP]�

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-04-04/ethiopia-replaces-security-chief-in-restive-gas-region-ena-says
https://www.somalidispatch.com/latest-news/ethiopia-somali-regional-state-parliament-sacks-12-mps/
https://www.somalidispatch.com/latest-news/ethiopia-somali-regional-state-parliament-sacks-12-mps/
https://www.facebook.com/JigjigaInsight/photos/a.112015843842460/127754048935306/?type=3
https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2020/06/13/easterly-storm-brewing-for-the-good-ship-medemer/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3876317
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03056249408704039
https://www.peaceagreements.org/generateAgreementPDF/2231
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/07/12/ethiopia-and-eritrea-have-a-common-enemy-abiy-ahmed-isaias-afwerki-badme-peace-tplf-eprdf/
https://allafrica.com/stories/201810230093.html
https://riftvalley.net/sites/default/files/publication-documents/RVI Nairobi Forum - Talking Peace in the Ogaden.pdf
https://www.belex.com/en/news/ethiopia-and-the-discovery-of-gas-and-oil-in-ogaden/
https://www.belex.com/en/news/ethiopia-and-the-discovery-of-gas-and-oil-in-ogaden/
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8LI�320*�PIEHIVWLMT�TVSNIGXW�GSRƼHIRGI�XLEX�MX�GER�[MR�XLI�YTGSQMRK�IPIGXMSRW�EKEMRWX�XLI�VYPMRK�
7(4��FYX�MXW�VIXYVR�XS�XLI�VIKMSR�LEW�FIIR�WSQI[LEX�SJ�E�VIEPMX]�GLIGO��%PXLSYKL�320*�ƼKLXIVW�
were meant to be integrated into the liyu police, only some 50 former rebels joined the region’s 
WIGYVMX]�JSVGIW�MR�IEVP]�������1SWX�SJ�XLI�I\�ƼKLXIVW�VIXYVRIH�XS�XLIMV�LSQI�EVIEW�EJXIV�VIGIMZMRK�E�
WQEPP�TE]QIRX��8LI�HMWEVQEQIRX��HIQSFMPMWEXMSR�ERH�VIMRXIKVEXMSR�SJ�MXW�ƼKLXIVW�TVSKVIWWIH�SRP]�
LEPXMRKP]��PIEZMRK�I\�GSQFEXERXW�JVYWXVEXIH�[MXL�[LEX�XLI]�TIVGIMZIH�EW�E�PEGO�SJ�E�TIEGI�HMZMHIRH�
in return for giving up the armed struggle.

The regional government hosted the ONLF leaders on the premises of the presidential compound 
upon their return. But as the former rebels began to mobilise supporters and establish party 
SƾGIW�EGVSWW�XLI�VIKMSR��VIPEXMSRW�[MXL�XLI�VIKMSREP�EHQMRMWXVEXMSR�Ɓ�MXW�QEMR�TSPMXMGEP�GSQTIXMXSV�
– became increasingly strained. While the ONLF were careful not to criticise President Mustafa, 
XLI]�VMKLXP]�ZMI[IH�LMW�EHQMRMWXVEXMSR�EW�E� PIJXSZIV�SJ�XLI�)46(*�IRKMRIIVIH�HSQMREXMSR�SJ�XLI�
region. The President had his own qualms about the ONLF, in particular its earlier decision to 
meet face to face with former President Abdi ‘Iley’�HYVMRK�TIEGI� XEPOW� MR�2EMVSFM� MR�IEVP]�������
He is also wary of the close relations� XLEX�320*� PIEHIVW� PMOI�%FHMVELQER�1ELHM�IRXIVXEMR�[MXL�

https://www.voanews.com/africa/ethiopia-opens-three-day-talks-somali-rebels
https://www.garoweonline.com/en/news/somalia/somalia-madobe-finally-meets-onlf-leaders-in-nairobi-after-speculations
https://www.c-r.org/news-and-insight/one-year-moving-war-peace-ethiopia
https://twitter.com/ONLFofficial/status/1287687171470692352
https://www.garoweonline.com/en/news/world/africa/ethiopias-somali-rebels-onlf-elect-new-chairman
https://www.garoweonline.com/en/news/world/africa/ethiopias-somali-rebels-onlf-elect-new-chairman
https://borkena.com/2019/12/06/oromo-liberation-front-toiling-to-forge-alliance-with-other-ethnic-based-fronts/
https://www.garoweonline.com/en/news/world/africa/onlf-supports-postponement-of-ethiopian-elections-over-coronavirus
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any of its structural political problems. Second, whatever happens between now and the 2021 
federal and regional elections, the Ogaadeen vote will be split between the former rebels and 
those in favor of the ruling party.

Slow justice in Somali region

So far the Ethiopian government has not apologised� XS� MXW�7SQEPM� GMXM^IRW�Ɓ�SV� ER]�SXLIV� SJ�
XLI� GSYRXV]ƅW� QER]� QEVKMREPM^IH� KVSYTW� Ɓ� JSV� MXW� LMWXSVMG� [VSRKHSMRKW�� 7SQI� WYVZMZSV� ERH�
victims’ groups, in particular former Jail Ogaadeen inmates, are lobbying for compensation and 
rehabilitation. Ogaadeen nationalists have ‘celebrated’ ‘Ogaden Genocide Day’ on 22 February 
������GPEMQMRK�XLEX�WSQI��������TISTPI�LEZI�FIIR�OMPPIH�F]�WIGYVMX]�JSVGIW�WMRGI�������1ER]�
agree that accountability and healing, reconciliation and compensation are direly needed to move 
forward in Somali region. But little has happened so far. Why has transitional justice been slow 
XS�GSQI�XS�)XLMSTMEƅW�7SQEPM�VIKMSR#�8LIVI�LEZI�FIIR�EX�PIEWX�ƼZI�SFWXEGPIW�XS�HIEPMRK�[MXL�XLI�
past.

First, Ethiopia’s federal Attorney General has been pursuing legal proceedings against former 
7SQEPM�VIKMSR�4VIWMHIRX�%FHM�Ƅ-PI]ƅ�ERH����MRHMZMHYEPW�WMRGI�IEVP]�������'VMQMREP�GLEVKIW�JSGYW�
SR� MRWXMKEXMRK� XLI�OMPPMRKW�ERH�ZMSPIRGI�EKEMRWX�RSR�7SQEPMW�HYVMRK� XLI���%YKYWX������Jigjiga 
pogrom��=IX�SJ�XLI����EGGYWIH��SRP]�WM\�EVI�MR�GYWXSH]�MRGPYHMRK�XLI�JSVQIV�.EMP�3KEEHIIR�GLMIJ�
7LEQEELM]I�7LIMOL�*EVEL��8LI�VIQEMRMRK�HIJIRHERXW�EVI�SR�XLI�VYR�Ɓ�JSV�I\EQTPI��XLI�RSXSVMSYW�
former liyu police commander Abdirahman Abdillahi Burale ‘Labagole’ who is rumoured to be in 
8YVOI]��%FHM�Ƅ-PI]ƅ�MW�SRP]�SR�XVMEP�JSV�LMW�EGXMSRW�HYVMRK�XLI�PEWX�JI[�HE]W�SJ�LMW�HMWEWXVSYW�VYPI��RSX�
JSV�XLI�QER]�EXVSGMXMIW�GSQQMXXIH�WMRGI�LI�XSSO�SZIV�EW�XLI�VIKMSRƅW�WIGYVMX]�LIEH�MR�������8LMW�
WEMH��LMW�TVSWIGYXMSR� MW�E�WXIT� JSV[EVH�KMZIR� XLEX�WIRMSV�KSZIVRQIRX�SƾGMEPW�FIRIƼXXIH� JVSQ�
near complete impunity in the past.

Second, although Abdi ‘Iley’ was ousted, the pillars of his regime remained in place, in particular the 
liyu police and one-party rule of the (now) Somali Democratic Party. A HI�&EEXLMƼGEXMSR of the liyu 
police – meaning its complete abolition – would have created more problems than it would have 
VIWSPZIH��TSXIRXMEPP]�HIWXEFMPMWMRK�XLI�IRXMVI�VIKMSR��&YX�XLI�GYVVIRX�GLSMGI�SJ�OIITMRK�XLI�QSWXP]�
unreformed liyu police as the region’s main security provider is deeply problematic. Changes to 
the liyu�TSPMGI�LEZI�FIIR�QSVI�GSWQIXMG�XLER�WYFWXERXMEP��*SV�I\EQTPI��MR�%YKYWX�XLMW�]IEV�MXW�
members received new ‘Somali State Forces’ name tags. Not only are many perpetrators among 
the liyu�TSPMGI�VEROW��FYX�XLI�VIKYPEV�TSPMGI�GSRXMRYI�XS�TPE]�WIGSRH�ƼHHPI�MR� PE[�IRJSVGIQIRX��
In May this year liyu�TSPMGIQIR�VITSVXIHP]�OMPPIH�ƼZI�GMZMPMERW�EX�XLI�FSVHIV�[MXL�+EPQYHYK�ERH�
MR�IEVP]�7ITXIQFIV�XLI]�[IVI�EGGYWIH�SJ�OMPPMRK�WIZIVEP�VIWMHIRXW��MRGPYHMRK�GLMPHVIR��MR�6EEWS� 
'SRXMRYMX]�FIX[IIR�XLI�%FHM�Ƅ-PI]ƅ�]IEVW�ERH�XSHE]�MW�EPWS�RSXEFPI�MR�[LEX�HSIW�RSX�I\MWX�MR�7SQEPM�
region – an independent judiciary and trusted public institutions.

Third, layers of violence committed in the region over time complicate transitional justice. It 
is unclear what the scope and nature of redress should be. Who should be held accountable? 
,S[�JEV�FEGO�WLSYPH�QIEWYVIW�KS�Ɓ�XS�XLI�����W�ERH�����W�SV�SRP]�WXEVXMRK�JVSQ�����#�-W�XLI�
QEMR�EMQ�XS�FVMRK�TEVXMGYPEV�TIVTIXVEXSVW�XS�NYWXMGI��SV�MW�XLI�KSEP�E�QSVI�W]QFSPMG�SRI��WIIOMRK�
recognition of and forgiveness for past wrongs? Many transitional justice processes grapple 
with such questions. In Somali region and Ethiopia more broadly a particularly thorny issue is 

https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2020/06/17/time-for-reconciliation-and-apologies-to-ethiopian-somalis/
http://addisstandard.com/news-ethiopia-charges-ex-somali-region-president-46-others-with-inciting-violence/
/international-development/Assets/Documents/ccs-research-unit/Conflict-Research-Programme/crp-memos/Inter-ethnic-conflicts-SRS-Final-April-2020.pdf
/international-development/Assets/Documents/ccs-research-unit/Conflict-Research-Programme/crp-memos/Inter-ethnic-conflicts-SRS-Final-April-2020.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/04/world/middleeast/ahmad-chalabi-and-the-legacy-of-de-baathification-in-iraq.html
https://www.berghof-foundation.org/en/publications/handbook/handbook-articles/transitional-justice-reconciliation/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/06/ethiopia-pm-security-agencies-committed-terrorist-acts-180619051321984.html
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mistreatment of civilians by security forces soon after coming to power, he will be reluctant to 
hold national defense forces accountable for past abuses. Conversely, the ONLF also committed 
human rights abuses and is thus reluctant to push for accountability that might include its own 
ƼKLXIVW�

8LI�EFWIRGI�SJ�E�JYRGXMSRMRK�JIHIVEP�TSPMG]�JVEQI[SVO�JSV�HIEPMRK�[MXL�TEWX�[VSRKW�GSRWXMXYXIW�
XLI�JSYVXL�SFWXEGPI�XS�NYWXMGI�MR�7SQEPM�VIKMSR��8LI�,SYWI�SJ�4ISTPIWƅ�6ITVIWIRXEXMZIW�established 
XLI�)XLMSTMER�6IGSRGMPMEXMSR�'SQQMWWMSR�MR�*IFVYEV]������EW�TEVX�SJ�4VMQI�1MRMWXIV�%FM]ƅW�TYWL�
for reconciliation and his medemer

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/06/ethiopia-pm-security-agencies-committed-terrorist-acts-180619051321984.html
http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/109314/135563/F2041375078/ETH109314.pdf
https://www.policycenter.ma/publications/abiy-ahmed%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%98medemer%E2%80%99-reforms-can-it-ensure-sustainable-growth-ethiopia-and-what-are
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/20190923-Dersso_Presentation-AC.pdf
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/20190923-Dersso_Presentation-AC.pdf
https://issafrica.org/research/east-africa-report/what-is-driving-ethiopias-ethnic-conflicts
https://www.jstor.org/stable/422690
https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2020/01/26/abiys-homespun-balancing-act-medemer-reviewed/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/28/heal-ethiopia-needs-confront-its-violent-past
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/333899952_Ending_Impunity_Fostering_Redress_and_Accountability_in_SomaliaFostering_Redress_and_Accountability_in_Somalia
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JIHIVEP� TSPMG]� SV� JVEQI[SVO� JSV� EGGSYRXEFMPMX]� MW� PEGOMRK�� XLIVI� MW� E� HMVI� RIIH� XS� TYX� MR� TPEGI�
safeguards against the repetition of abuses of civilians in Ethiopia’s Somali region, so-called 
‘guarantees of non-repetition’.

%R� SƾGMEP� VIGOSRMRK� [MXL� XLI� KLSWXW� SJ� XLI� TEWX� [SYPH� JSVGI� EPP� TEVXMIW� XS� XEOI� E� LEVH� PSSO�
EX� XLIQWIPZIW�� (IWTMXI� ER� IRKVEMRIH� VIƽI\� XS� FPEQI� IXLRMG� SYXWMHIVW� Ɓ� XLI� 840*�� habesha 
LMKLPERHIVW� SV� SXLIVW� Ɓ� )XLMSTMER�7SQEPMW� [MPP� LEZI� XS� EGORS[PIHKI� XLEX� QYGL� SJ� XLI� HEMP]�
violence and torture committed in Somali region over the past decade came from their own 
GSQQYRMX]�� EW� MRHMZMHYEPW�[IVI� XSVR�FIX[IIR�IMXLIV� WYTTSVXMRK�SV� ƼKLXMRK�EKEMRWX� XLI� WXEXI��
Outsiders – including the federal government – will have to admit their mistreatment of ethnic 
Somalis in Ethiopia, denying their constitutional rights at every turn of the region’s troubled 
history.

)XLMSTMEƅW�MQTIVMEP�PIKEG]�MR�MXW�7SQEPM�TIVMTLIV]�MW�ZIV]�QYGL�[LEX�MW�EX�WXEOI�LIVI��8LMW�I\TPEMRW�
[L]�E�XVERWMXMSREP�NYWXMGI�TVSGIWW�WSPIP]�FEWIH�SR�GYWXSQEV]�7SQEPM�GSRƽMGX�VIWSPYXMSR�Ɓ�xeer 
ERH�FPSSH�GSQTIRWEXMSR�Ɓ�[MPP�RSX�WYƾGI��8LI�PEXXIV�[SYPH�FI�MREHIUYEXI�XS�EHHVIWW�GVMQIW�
ERH�EFYWIW�GSQQMXXIH�F]�SV�[MXL�XLI�ORS[PIHKI�SJ�JIHIVEP�ERH�VIKMSREP�WXEXI�SƾGMEPW��;LMPI�
GYWXSQEV]�GSRƽMGX�VIWSPYXMSR�GER�FVMRK�EFSYX�LIEPMRK�EX�GSQQYRMX]�PIZIP��SXLIV�PIKEP�ERH�TSPMXMGEP�
QIEWYVIW�XLEX�LSPH�WXEXI�ERH�RSR�WXEXI�EGXSVW�EGGSYRXEFPI�Ɓ�MRGPYHMRK�JIHIVEP�SƾGMEPW�Ɓ�[MPP�FI�
needed.

;MXL� XLI� ZIV]� PMQMXIH� I\GITXMSR� SJ� XLI� Ƅred terror trials’ carried out by the Ethiopian Special 
4VSWIGYXSVƅW�3ƾGI�EKEMRWX�JSVQIV�PIEHMRK�SƾGMEPW�SJ�XLI�(IVK�VIKMQI��QSHIVR�)XLMSTME�LEW�RS�
tradition of state sanctioned transitional justice to hold perpetrators of mass violence accountable. 

https://graduateinstitute.ch/communications/news/guaranteeing-non-repetition-human-rights-violations
https://boydellandbrewer.com/the-ethiopian-red-terror-trials.html


8LMW�FVMIƼRK�TETIV� MW�TEVX�SJ�XLI�'64�WQEPP�KVERXW�TVSNIGX� Ƅ8VERWMXMSR�XMQIW��TSPMXMGEP� VIJSVQ�MR�
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