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Ethiopia: A Declaration of National Salvation
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By Concerned Ethiopians and the Citizens Charter Group

(April 2021)

Ever since the ill-fated 2005 parliamentary elections, we have been drawing attention to the fact
that political ethnicity is inherently polarizing and cannot, therefore, be a sound basis for a
democratic system. The past fifteen years have indeed shown us that, despite episodes of
economic growth and five rounds of elections, Ethiopia’s we-versus them ethnic federalism has
proved to be a recipe for endless civil strife, economic fragility, nation de-building, and state
collapse. The ongoing civil war in Tigray, the senseless terrorism against ordinary Amhara and
others in Oromia, Beni Shangul-Gumuz, and North Shewa, and ethnic cleansing massacres in the
Southern regional state are triggering a new round of civil disobedience of the youth who are

calling on the government to carry out its fundamental responsibility to ensure public security.

We believe that we must face bravely these two-pronged challenges: save lives and stabilize the
country today and provide a roadmap out of the endemic crises. We, as a non-partisan group,
humbly propose an all-stakeholder negotiated political settlement for a lasting solution. We
outline this idea here in the belief that good ideas are the basis for meaningful collective action

to make Ethiopia safe for prosperity and democracy and invite you to join us in this endeavor.
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Ethiopia is a country of remarkable pedigree. It boasts a world civilization. It is one of the very few historic states
that maintained its independence. Ethiopiawinnet has instilled the pride of dignity and freedom in its people and,
through Ethiopianism, African-descended people worldwide. And yet, it has failed to complete the twin projects
of national integration: political legitimacy to ensure accountability and industrialization to eradicate mass
poverty.

These monumental challenges have exposed the country to an existential crisis in the hands of intertwined
domestic and foreign enemies. Hopes of an Ethiopian renaissance over the past three years have more or less
dissipated. The full consequences of the system of political ethnicity imposed on the country for three decades have
now become painfully evident: institutionalized corruption, fragmentation of the body politic, endless territorial
claims and counter-claims, crimes against humanity, ethnic cleansing, and genocide. The ideology of all against
all has permeated the political class, which has left little room for national leadership, much less statesmanship,
and undermined the basis of our national unity. Malign foreign interests, especially those who wish to control the
Nile and the Red Sea, are emboldened to upscale their destabilization project.

Most distressing is the tepid response by opposition political parties, civil society organizations, and
members of the intelligentsia to the profound national crisis. The absence of sufficient political space for non-state
organizations, the systematic elimination of Ethiopianist forces from the political scene, the extensive network of
disinformation and control down to the village level, and the paralyzing fear, and the seduction of opp ortunism,
have worked in tandem in denting civil resistance to state capture. A disastrous civil war between the Federal
Government and the Regional State of Tigray has just concluded while smaller fires are raging elsewhere in the
country.

Ideas matter for constructive engagement; so do interests. We, a group of Ethiopian scholars and civic
activists in the Diaspora, have pondered Ethiopia's fate as its multiple structural crises deepen at an alarming
speed. Appeasing ethnicist forces by overlooking their weaponized lies or mutually destructive actions will do
nothing but deaden our sense of human decency and patriotic sensibility. We need to search for bold yet
practicable ideas that will extricate the country from the formidable quagmire. It is in this spirit that we offer the
following analysis to guide thoughtful deliberation and coordinated action.

This solemn Declaration calls on politicians and civic activists to engage constructively to save Ethiopia
from its vicious domestic and implacable foreign enemies. The time for responsible engagement is now. With
proper diagnoses and solutions, we can then focus on the urgency of the moment with win-win solutions. The first
and emergency task is to expose the wanton violations of internationally recognized human and civil rights and
provide relief and reintegration programs for the millions of internally displaced persons at home and refugees in
neighboring countries. The second and near-future task is to provide a blueprint for an irreversible transition to
a system of equal citizenship, national unity, and prosperity.

We will explain our thinking by diagnosing the country's current existential challenges, the future state
Ethiopians desire, and the transition modalities between the two. Mindful of the country's cultural diversity and
the above considerations, we hereby propose an all-stakeholder modality of negotiated transition to a
recognizably democratic order. This certainly is NOT a plea letter to the ruling party. Instead, it is a firm demand
by the civic movement, on behalf of the Ethiopian people, to those in power and aspiring to power that the age of
tyranny by the few must, and will, end for good under sufficient pressure by organized and clearheaded citizens
ready to reclaim their lost sovereignty. We need to muster the courage to speak truth to power at this hour of
great danger to the nation. If not now, then when?

If not now, then when?  Andh %7 2| 46



Whence Ethiopia

It is often said that the right diagnosis almost always leads to the proper treatment. Ethiopia
is currently in the throes of a deepening and intertwined political, economic, and social crisis.
Equally alarming is that neither the Government nor the non-state political class seems to
have a clear understanding, much less an effective strategy, to extricate the country from its
existential angst.

The broader geopolitical context in the Horn of Africa is the emergence of a possible new
Cold War era, led by the United States and China. It has produced intense military and
economic competition, including regional powers such as the EU, Egypt, Turkey, the Gulf
States, and Iran. Ethiopia is currently enmeshed in this dangerous environment involving
externally-sponsored actors such as the TPLF and the OLF, destabilization focused on the
GERD, and provocations such as encroachment Sudanese armed forces into Ethiopian
sovereign territory. Therefore, a united front against foreign-sponsored destabilization
urgently requires a robust national unity based on domestic peace and justice that can come
only with national dialog.

Politically, the total capture of state institutions by TPLF-led and now PP-led cliques, by
fusing Party and State, have introduced a toxic culture of institutionalized plunder and
polarization. Since 2002, bureaucratic norms and the separation of powers have been
obliterated, with all power concentrated in the office of the prime minister.

The three-decade-old system of political ethnicity has finally come to its logical and ugly
conclusion. The most notable manifestations of this inexorable descent of Ethiopia into a
nightmarish dystopia of endless civil strife are plain enough except for the willfully ignorant:

e All institutions of national integration (public schools, universities, churches,
mosques, the civil and military services, and the like) have been penetrated, nay
captured, by parochial forces, and debased in the name of redressing real or imagined
historical grievances.

e Politically-motivated and state-directed pillage, crimes against humanity, ethnic
cleansing, and genocide have become daily occurrences in all the Regional States and
major cities. Tens of thousands of innocent Ethiopians are killed in huge numbers,
often with grotesquely barbaric methods too gruesome to mention (especially in
Oromiya, Benishangul, Somali, and Tigray). More than 2 million people are internally
displaced, not to mention the 15 million facing famine-level conditions. Ethnic
Amhara Ethiopians have been mainly targeted in almost every regional State,
although others (Gurage, Gamo, Oromo, and Gedeo) have also been victimized in large
numbers. We have allowed ourselves to be numbed into inaction and hopeless
resignation. Orthodox churches and, in some cases, Mosques were burned down in
large numbers.

e Justasdistressingisthe inability, and apparent complicity, of the current Government
to address these crises forthrightly. The failure of leadership has instead manifested
itself in the filling up of the emptied jails in 2018 with a new cohort of political
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prisoners and the systematic displacement of the fledgling independent media by
state and party media after a brief honeymoon. The latter routinely ignores or
deliberately mischaracterizes the carnage in the hope of enlisting falsehoods in the
service of dictatorship. The establishment of parallel regional power centers (with
their own militia, special forces, and media), by eroding the central Government's
authority, is paving the way for a devastating civil war among the ten ethnic states or
between them and the Federal Government.

Economically, endemic ethnic unrest has caused enormous destruction of modern factories
and commercial farms (400 non-repairable projects, not counting Tigray, according to the
investment agency). Societal polarization also threatens to kill off economic growth by
raising investors' risk to a prohibitive level—for domestic and foreign investors alike. The
plunder culture fostered by ethnic federalism has inevitably produced a new generation of
politicians salivating to take their "turn to eat" through a strategy of "othering" and stuffing
key government jobs with unqualified co-ethnics.

TPLF may be dead, but Tigrawinet is alive and well in the name of Oromumma under an
equally exclusionary Biltsigna. Avaricious Oromo supremacy has replaced the brutality of
Tigrean supremacists. Expedient OLFites have engaged the public with the tiresome
doubletalk of invoking Ethiopiawinnet and Zeregnet, depending on the audience. The full
consequences of this contest over wealth redistribution will be felt for a long time to come.

A country in a severe politico-economic crisis cannot escape social anomie. Ethiopia is a
country known for its intermarriage across ethnic groups (and even religious groups) and
social classes (royalty and commoner alike). The envy of traditional societies, it has no
history of institutionalized cultural discrimination. And yet, it is today misportrayed as an
"internal-colonialist” prison of nationalities by its detractors. The fictitious native-outsider
dichotomy threatens to freeze or even reverse the inter-regional mobility of people and
goods that historically produced national integration. The result is heightened social
mistrust in a society known for its embrace of cultural diversity and pluralism. Completing
the nation-building project is being hampered by the effort to undo what our ancestors
admirably accomplished to create a post-tribal political society.

Under this toxic system of political ethnicity, every self-respecting Ethiopian is compelled to
defend the right to life when we should be focusing on the right to be free of poverty and
dictatorship. Enough of us have not been dissatisfied enough about our civilized society's
outrageous slide to deplorable primitivism in the hands of small-minded brethren with self-
serving narratives and foreign-supplied lethal weapons.

It takes little imagination to realize that killilization (our version of Apartheid) is nothing but
the perpetuation of isolation, exclusion, and mistrust. Unless it is banished from the land, it
will surely undermine the universality of human and civil rights as well as the diffusion of
novel ideas and practices that are the hallmarks of modernity. We cannot nurture national
unity against implacable foreign enemies if we fail to nurture Ethiopiawinnet to face its
equally implacable domestic enemies.
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Whither Ethiopia

State-building and nation-building require socializing citizens by accentuating what unites
them rather than what divides them. Identity politics, ethnic or religious, cannot anchor
equality in freedom or national unity precisely because it is inherently and pathologically
anti-unity, anti-Ethiopian, and even inhuman. It cannot serve as a foundation for the
democracy of equal citizenship, local self-governance, and shared prosperity.

Some things are clearly non-negotiable. They include respect for human and civil rights,
equality among cultural groups under the rule of law, and the Ethiopian State's unity and
territorial integrity. A group of Ethiopian scholars, intent on articulating the tenets of
Ethiopiawinnet as the inspiration for a shared vision of a united civic movement, offered the
Citizens Charter for a Democratic Ethiopia some fifteen years agol. The Charter defines the
foundations of Ethiopian national identity, the rights and responsibilities of free citizenship,
and the elements of the popular demand for a new democratic constitution. The democratic
movement must adopt the Citizen Charter to usher in democratic accountability in Ethiopia.

How can Ethiopia go from here to the desired future?

Systemic transition, unlike incremental reform, is a product of a political crisis that calls for
negotiation among fundamental interests in society. Such a political settlement occurs under
one of two circumstances: the existing order collapses, and the victors impose their will on
the population (as in 1974 and 1991), or the current rulers lose confidence under pressure
from the people (as in 2017-18) and are compelled to make concessions toward meaningful
power-sharing. We believe that Ethiopia is on the cusp of the second scenario.

Regrettably, Ethiopia missed several opportunities for equitable and durable change. We
need only mention 1990, 2005, and 2008 as lost windows of opportunity because of
organizational fragility?. Another one, 2021, is staring us in the eye. The central lesson is
that opportunities will be missed unless and until civil and political societies muster effective

' The Citizens Charter Group, The Citizens Charter for a Democratic Ethiopia, the 2012 version can be
downloaded from: https://www.ethiopiawin.net/citizens-charter.

2 Terrence Lyons, “Closing the Transition: The May 1995 Elections in Ethiopia,” Journal of Modern African
Studies, 34(1), 1996 (p. 121): “A collection of diverse political groups, often disorganized, sometimes
irresponsible, poorly led, and split by numerous internal differences, sought to divert the EPRDF plans for a
controlled transition. They convened an alternative council, appealed to the international community
(particularly the United States ) for assistance in forcing the EPRDF to negotiate, and boycotted elections in
the hope of delegitimizing a process they believed they could not influence. These tactics proved to be no
match for the EPRDF's intricate mechanisms of control. The well-managed May 1995 Elections ended the
transitional period and served to consolidate the EPRDF‘s dominance. What had begun with a noisy diversity
of views among abroad array of political organizations ended quietly with the clear hegemony of the EPRDF.”
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organizations and practical strategies to secure a place at the negotiation table. The
inevitable alternative is a cycle of dictatorship or even national disintegration.

A critical precondition for an orderly systemic transition is the existence of political space,
often called a political settlement, between the ruling party and violence-capable contending
groups. This might explain why the contest and negotiation have so far been limited to
political entities with firepower. What if the forces of national unity manage to launch an
effective civic and political movement with a uniting platform to counter these centrifugal
forces? In this case, Ethiopianists stand a good chance of participating in a political
settlement as a moderating force.

As concerned Ethiopians, our central message, therefore, is that the expression of popular
sovereignty is best delivered through the modality of an inclusive National Dialog (142
°hhc). Under auspicious circumstances, this process is overseen or mediated by neutral
international observers to guarantee enforcement of the agreement's terms among national
stakeholders.

The national dialog process, whose details may have to be spelled out in position papers, will
help break the inevitable national free-fall by formulating a Transition Manifesto (?AHO®
099C 9+t hcF). The national dialog will have to contemplate three prominent options for a
political settlement rather than political surrender. They are sketched out below. This
Declaration endorses the third option, a sincere expression of our earnest aspiration for a
stable, united, and prosperous Ethiopia.

Option 1: Prosperity Party, purportedly after receiving an electoral mandate, leads the
country into a post-ethnic democratic society.

The Prosperity Party (PP) is seeking to become a vanguard party by replacing the vanguard
coalition that was EPRDF. Regrettably, the Government of PM Abiy Ahmed has allowed
much of his unprecedented non-electoral mandate for structural reform to dissipate. He has
instead chosen to prevaricate at the cross-roads of being a flagbearer of the Ethiopian
renaissance or an agent of grievance politics intent on masking the desire for Oromo
supremacy or even secession. To understand the unenviable tradeoffs imposed by this
straitjacket, we need only note the following facts:

e PP stands for two things: followership (¢v€¢7C) and developmentalism (-1A&<19)
rather than the unconditional equality of citizens and democratic accountability. It
conceptualizes national unity in instrumentalist terms rather than as a core value. It
conceptualizes partnership as unquestioning followership. PP also upholds, at least
in practice, the divisive and baseless narratives of oppressor-oppressed groups and
native-outsider dichotomies among Ethiopians.

e By embracing regional satellite parties and a new Tigrean branch, PP is internally
organized along ethnic lines and has not embraced constitutional reform in favor of a
non-ethnic order. It lacks the internal coherence and integrity needed to spearhead a
citizenship-based unifying platform.
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e Predictably, the PP speaks in discordant voices. The Oromo wing views PP as its
chosen instrument for attaining Oromo supremacy. In contrast, the Somali branch
underscores the inclusion of ethnic satellites. The Amhara PP espouses a new politics
of equal citizenship while acceding to divisive ethnic federalism in practice.

The question, then, is whether such an ethnically-anchored vanguard party can lead the
country into a post-ethnic order after receiving a veneer of legitimacy through ruling-party
orchestrated parliamentary elections--currently scheduled for June 2021. At least three
potential developments should worry us all: (1) electoral violence, during and after, is likely
to intensify the already unacceptable level of politically-motivated violence; (2) the absence
of a safe environment (the harassment of national parties, the imprisonment of their leaders,
and ongoing displacements and assassinations) render free and fair elections moot; and (3)
the newly elected parliament is likely to be more ethnicist in composition than the current
one, which means that the only way PP can launch constitutional reform is by illegally
upending the so-called constitutional order—a prospect that is neither democratic nor
tenable. Electoral outcomes, however free and fair, based on a defective constitutional order
are patently unacceptable to most Ethiopians. We can and should do better than prolonging
an existence that is neither secure nor just.

Option 2: A coalition of political parties jointly spearheads a political transition under a
government of national unity.

Ethiopia is a predominantly rural, and arguably the poorest large, country in the world. It
has few cities, factories, mining centers, and commercial farms to support class-based
professional associations and political parties. This reality would explain why national
political parties tend to be formed by small cliques (which makes them prone to
factionalism) based mainly in Addis Ababa. Regional parties have found ethnicity an easy
and useful tool for political mobilization relative to class or policy platform. Therefore, it is
not surprising that both ethnic political parties and multiethnic political parties have found
it hard to transcend identity or personality to form effective coalitions to forge a competitive
political landscape to render electoral choices meaningful.

Even under the best circumstances, such as the 2005 parliamentary elections, opposition
coalitions have found it difficult to unite under a joint program to replace the ruling front.
Today, opposition parties (advancing ethnic nationalism or civic nationalism) are too
battered and cowed down to stand on their own, much less to compel the ruling PP to share
power in a national unity government. This pathway, therefore, is neither desirable nor
workable in the current Ethiopian context3.

3 Lidetu Ayalew, “The Imperatives of Reconciliation and Unity for a Transitional Government of Ethiopian
Renaissance,” (Amharic), March 2020: https://edponline.org/amharic/2020/2257/. Lidetu misguidedly
argues for structural (including constitutional) reform after the parliamentary elections. This proposal is
baffling for several reasons: the current constitution is almost amendment-proof by requiring high bars for
amendments; the election is based on promises to preserve the current constitution; and none of the political
parties, including the national parties, are running on a platform that calls for constitutional reform.
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Option 3: An all-stakeholder coalition of political parties, civic and professional
organizations, and notable citizens constitute a transitional parliament that also serves
as a constituent assembly.

The third option is the most attractive of the three for laying down firm foundations for
building a democratic order, which is why we endorse it as the light to lead us out of the
darkness. It bestows the necessary political legitimacy (hHO® ¢(-A'rF) that can adequately
anchor a much-needed negotiated, no-loser, political settlement. It embraces the core values
of Ethiopiawinnet: equality of citizens, self-government, the rule of law, and an abiding
commitment to the unity of the Ethiopian people and the territorial integrity of the Ethiopian
State.

The contours of this pathway for democratic unity are defined by stages of political action#:
Step 1: A Transition Manifesto

A National Dialog process succeeds in issuing a Transition Manifesto whose momentous
mandate is to oversee elections to an interim parliament, ensuring the representation of all
fundamental interests, organized or not, in Ethiopian society. There are many useful ideas
about the composition of the Shengo, but we distill here what we believe are the most
realistic ones. The election-cum-selection modality is as follows: all Woredas (550+) will be
represented by one elected deputy each (the senior cadres of the ruling coalition of regional
parties will be disqualified from running for the interim parliament), Ethiopianist political
parties and their coalitions will be given no more than ten seats, and no more than ten seats
shall represent opposition ethnic parties and their coalitions, and twenty seats shall
represent independent CSOs (professional or rights-based) at home and in the Diaspora. In
other words, the transitional parliament will have at most 600 seats, which will represent
the broad spectrum of views and interests in Ethiopian society.

By the very framing of this historic election and selection process, a reasonable expectation
is that patriotic Ethiopians will occupy a third of the seats in the Shengo, a third will comprise
implacable ethnicists, and a third will likely serve as mehal safari or a balancing bloc. Should
the balance of actual votes in the Shengo differ from this expectation, we should be prepared
to accept the people's will.

We must resist the temptation to impose yet another political order, however ideal it may
seem, on the country. After all, democratic procedures do not guarantee justice or the right
decisions. They only ensure that the sovereign electorate will have multiple chances to
correct its mistakes as it progressively loosens the stranglehold of parasitic state elites.

4 For details, see, The Citizens Charter Group, “A People’s Transition Manifesto for a United Democratic
Republic of Ethiopia,” International Journal of Ethiopian Studies, 12(1), 2018. The scenarios outline there may
be outdated but the principles continue to be pertinent because they address structural issues.
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Step 2: An Interim National Shengo

The Shengo, as an authoritative body and constituent assembly, shall have the mandate to
undertake the following tasks of national salvation:

(1) Establish a Caretaker Government of Technocrats. This will ensure continuity in
governmental Administration, including the responsibility of undertaking daily public
services and ensuring the country's defense against an assortment of foreign enemies
intent on exploiting any political vacuum. The caretaker administration must put a high
premium on merit in the civil service and the security services.

(2) Assume the critical role of a Constituent Assembly to oversee the drafting and ratification
of a democratic constitution.

(3) Establish the following key commissions to study and recommend structural reform:

e A Peace, Truth and Reconciliation Commission to stabilize the country by restoring
public order; and formalize a truth-telling process to provide an opportunity for
victims of political violence and plunder to tell their stories. Impunity will end
only when transitional justice, customary as well as judicial, is delivered against
crimes on humanity perpetrated by the political class.

e Reclamation of Public Assets Commission to identify public restitution of the stolen
public assets (including forgiven bad loans from state banks) by members of the
EPRDF, and now Prosperity Party.

e (Constitution Drafting Commission of experts and stakeholders to prepare a citizen-
based constitution. These guidelines must address, among other things, the
following contestable issues: federalism versus unitarism, presidential versus
parliamentary, separation of powers, modes of electoral representation, and
system of property rights. The mandate must include establishing an independent
Electoral Commission to oversee the foundational democratic election, following
constitutional ratification.

e Territorial Administration Commission to craft a plan for a geography-based
system of regional administration that reconciles the principles of accessibility,
resident consent, and economic viability.

e CQOversee a clean population and housing census, whose credible results will help
define constituencies.

Recommendations and Resolution

The marching order for Ethiopians and friends of Ethiopia is now clear enough. We must
delineate and undertake two interrelated tasks with utmost urgency and practicality. The
first, and most pressing task is to expose gross human rights violations and treasonous
actions and mobilize relief for millions of internally displaced compatriots. The second is to
mobilize and organize Ethiopians to pressure the regime to enter into a transitional
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settlement under an all-stakeholder modality. The Shengo may very well ask the current PM
to head the Caretaker Administration.

The signatories of this Declaration, therefore, take a public stand to press and implore
powerholders, out of enlightened self-interest and patriotism, to switch to the save-your-
country (A7C ~A£7) mode of thinking and action rather than futile elections in such a toxic
political climate:

e We are acutely aware of the many dilemmas facing Ethiopians who must put out the
fire while rebuilding the house. We also understand that power cannot concede
unless it is convinced that the status quo is untenable. Doing nothing in an
environment where primordial barbarism and exclusionary politics is couched in
pathological lies, contested history, and myopia cannot be a viable option. Bold and
informed citizen engagement can tip the balance by forcing concessions from the
ruling party, if only by galvanizing independent-minded Ethiopians at home and
abroad to engage constructively and thoughtfully.

e We need to take advantage of this fleeting window of opportunity to identify a
credible escape from the deadening cascading crises. Our best hope toward a post-
ethnic, post-socialist, and post-warlordist society is the all-stakeholders pathway we
offer here as a uniting blueprint for the transition.

e The Ethiopian people are always willing to grant direct support for honorable
statesmen. Confidence-building measures will certainly pave the way for the
reconciliation process. If the ruling Prosperity Party wishes to save itself and the
country, it must show its determination and resolve by officially outlawing ethnic-
based political parties. Failing to do that and allowing same cancer to fester in the
body politic in the name of ethnic solidarity would be unacceptable, a callous affront
to people’s sensibilities and a clear manifestation of political placation. Instead, it
must undertake confidence-building measures (including the release of all prisoners
of conscience and political prisoners, permitting the residents of Addis Ababa and
Dire Dawa the constitutionally-sanctioned full measure of self-government, opening
up the political space for opposition parties and CSOs, and undertaking essential
police functions to ensure public order) a meaningful national reconciliation
process>.

e All patriotic Ethiopians and friends of Ethiopia to endorse the Citizens Charter of a
Democratic Ethiopia as our vision and the Roadmap of Transition outlined in this
Declaration. The upcoming parliamentary elections must be scrapped in favor
of a robust, negotiated national reconciliation process.

Ethiopia is a resilient country that cannot easily be broken. However, we must acknowledge
that it has been severely battered for far too long by a low-intensity civil war and the
barbarians at the gate. The responsibility of our generation is to go beyond survival and
deliver a better country to our children. We are now a cosmopolitan and politically-conscious
people on the cusp of outstanding achievements. We must galvanize our people by offering
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a clear vision, a viable strategy, and the necessary organizational muscle to realize our
common destiny. At this turning point, we must organize to seize the moment to salvage the
best of our heritage and historical consciousness and grasp the future with courage and
foresight.

May God bless Ethiopia and its blameless people! Thank you.
April 29,2021

Melaku Tessema Mulugeta Aboset Gebeyehu Ejigu (Dr.)
Seleshi Tilahun Solomon Getahun (Dr.) Tsigereda Mulugeta
Tsehay Demeke Betru G. Egziabher Achamyeleh Debela (Prof.)
Berhanu Abegaz (Dr.) Kone Feseha Abate Kassa

Ayal-Sew Dessye Aklog Birara (Dr.) Wosene Yifiru (Prof.)

Imru Assefa (Dr.) Samuel Habte Alemante G. Selassie (Prof.)
Dereje Kebede Haile Larebo (Prof.) Asefa Depaso

Tsehai Berhane-Selassie (Dr.) Almaz Zewdie (Dr.) Berhanu Mengistu (Dr.)
Sinidu Teklemariam Getachew Begashaw (Dr.) Demissie Alemayehu (Dr)
Berhanu Alemayehu (Dr) Terefe Mekurea

Agere Addis Wosenyelesh Debela

Kidane Alemayehu Hezekiel Eskender

' A companion Implementation Strategy outlines the owners of this Declaration and how they can, and
should, go about selling the transition strategy to civil and political societies as well as the Ethiopian public.
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Citizens Charter for a Democratic Ethiopia

Common Cause for Freedom, Prosperity, and National Renaissance

(THE CITIZENS CHARTER GROUP: MAY 2012)

PART ONE: PREAMBLE

The Citizens Charter is a nonpartisan declaration of the bedrock principles and protections that
define our shared vision for a post-socialist, post-ethnic, and cosmopolitan Ethiopia:

It cultivates civic virtue by serving as a Bill of Rights for Ethiopians who wish to build
an open and pluralist society.

It provides a clear vision and collective aspirations for an alliance of engaged citizens,
civic organizations, and political organizations to bring to fruition the fervent desire
for national unity, territorial integrity, and self-governing local communities in a
democratic Ethiopia.

It relies on the power of reason and conscience to launch a protracted worldwide civic
engagement that is dedicated to the respect for and protection, by Government and
citizens alike, of the universally accepted human, civil, cultural, and political rights of
all Ethiopians.

It upholds the fundamental values of the dignity of and respect for the individual,
mutual support and service to the community, and appreciation of cultural diversity—
all of which are among the hallmarks of the Ethiopian spirit and Ethiopian civilization
that the present generation can build on.

We seek to elevate civic activism as the most reliable guarantor of freedom from
autocratic politicians and a predatory State. In so doing, the Charter rings the wake-
up call for Ethiopian citizens to take up the common cause of fighting for the full
realization of individual liberty as their birthright and honoring with conviction the
duties that are inherently bundled with such rights.

It issues a clarion call to all Ethiopians to discard for good the outmoded political culture of master
and servant and assume the unavoidable responsibility of ushering in a new culture of rights and
duties. This inevitably means that our civic and political discourse shall henceforth be honest and
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citizen-centered, and our leaders shall be judged by their demonstrated commitment to public
service, transparency, and accountability.

The Charter, as a covenant between citizens and their Government is intended as an inspiration
for Ethiopians of all walks of life to assert the citizen's sovereignty and the indivisible national
identity of Ethiopiawinnet through collective action for an inclusive democratic government. In
this spirit, we ask all democratic Ethiopian political parties and civic organizations to demonstrate
their leadership by endorsing it as a whole or incorporating the basic tenets outlined in this
Charter into their manifestos and programs.

PART TWO: LEGACIES AND CHALLENGES

Every generation has the duty as well as the privilege to articulate and defend its cherished vision
of Ethiopia. It has a responsibility to define for itself an inclusive and unifying pan-Ethiopian
identity. This vision of Ethiopiawinnet ensures that each citizen finds her or his own reflection in
the icons of the nation's cultural, political, and economic life. By so doing, all citizens affirm their
representation in and embrace their obligations to a free Ethiopia.

However, affirming the aspirations of the present generation positively presupposes a measure
of consensus concerning the country's predicament at present and an informed appreciation of
the most enduring legacies of the past. Many of these legacies have been so distorted by ill-
informed and self-serving revisionist history. The premises on which a common cause is forged
must, therefore, be made explicit for all to see. The socio-economic and political landscape of
Ethiopia has certain recognizable features; the most notable legacies for our purposes may be
distilled as follows:

e The Ethiopian polity, whose territorial reach ebbed and flowed over the centuries, has
no discernible tradition of territorially identifiable, ethnic-based states. This is
because various linguistic groups overran each other's territories resulting in mutual
accommodation and absorption as the norm. Political elites, Christian or Muslim or
Traditional, sought to capture the multiethnic State and rule on behalf of all groups.
This non-sectarian tradition of high mobility shared governance, and mutual
accommodation provides a fertile seedbed on which the present generation can build
a modern democratic country.

e That Ethiopia, with a population of over 80 million people, is a nation of ethnic
minorities and makes it imperative to opt for a democratic system of coalition building
and the protection of minorities. The country's cultural diversity is further
underscored by the significant representation of Christianity, Islam, and Native
religious systems.

e FEthiopians have historically enjoyed strong communal identities that, with rare
exceptions in times of great turmoil, are undergirded by unprecedented inter-
communal tolerance and mutual respect. Geographic diversity has also meant that
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the lowlander and the highlander, the settled and the transhumant live in a dense
web of economic interdependence, competition, and cultural diffusion. The parish,
the mosque, the council of clan elders, and the multitude of community institutions
have bestowed on us a dense network of social capital that is so essential for building
a viable democracy as an effective modern mechanism for reconciling competing
interests.

e Ethiopia has an illustrious literate tradition to supplement its equally strong African
oral tradition. This is reflected in the long and outstanding record of Ethiopian
receptivity to foreign ideas with an uncanny gift for selectively indigenizing them. The
distinctive face of Ethiopian religion, for example, is a unique melding of the Judeo-
Christian-Islamic traditions with native value systems.

e Contemporary Ethiopia bears the scars of major political shocks. They include two
waves of Italian invasion and the creation of a centralized state bureaucracy in the
aftermath, the 1974 revolution and its socialist experiment, the accession and then
secession of Eritrea, and the end of the cold war that has ushered in the pernicious
politics of ethnicism which has sought to cannibalize the national institutions that bind
Ethiopians together by creating de facto multiple citizenships and by enshrining full
capture, by a single ruling party, of all economic, political and civic institutions.

The unsavory effects of these societal shocks pose formidable challenges for the new generation
of Ethiopians. These include erosion of social trust and national self-confidence, progressive
pauperization, and the rise of the polarizing politics of group identity that is born of a siege
mentality. Key sections of the civil service, the military, and the security serves have been hyper-
politicized. Absolutist cadres have, in the name of alien ideologies, supplanted respected local
norms, conflict resolution local traditions, and community leaders, all of which had served us well
in protecting the weak from the strong.

This State of deep insecurity points to two inescapable conclusions. First, the modern political
system we all seek must be inclusive and embrace the best of our traditions. Second, full
integration with the outside world based on mutually beneficial terms is essential for sustaining
prosperity, preserving freedom, and ensuring Ethiopia's status as a stable anchor of the Horn of
Africa and beyond.

Thanks to the unprecedented resiliency of Ethiopian nationalism and the legendary civility of its
people, responsible Ethiopians now have a window of opportunity to reinvent Government and
to defiantly announce the birth of the free citizen.' Free citizenship upholds as the civic virtue of
the pursuit of legitimate self-interest that also nurtures the collective interest.

This Charter recognizes that three core principles together define our conception of Ethiopian
renaissance. They are representative and accountable governance, cultural pluralism, and
economic freedom. What follows from these first principles is a set of guidelines for crafting
concrete plans for political and economic renewal. The triad symbolizes a clear public
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commitment to enduring social peace, a robust collective identity, expanded and equal
opportunity for all, and the pursuit of democracy by democratic means.

PART THREE: ETHIOPIAN DEMOCRACY

Liberty is about the freedom to make meaningful choices, and it constitutes the substantive
foundation of democracy. Representative democracy, for example, is basically a procedure for
delegating authority to leaders by citizens who have already won their freedoms. Modern
democracy boasts an unenviable record in guaranteeing due process of law to ensure respect for
life, liberty, and property. A written constitution that embraces internationally recognized rights
is its public embodiment. That is why this Charter calls for a constitution that fully embraces the
best of Ethiopian values and inescapable realities as well as universally recognized human values
of our age.

Our vision of Ethiopian democracy is informed by the experiences of other countries and the
realities of Ethiopia itself. The three post-WWII Ethiopian constitutions, needless to say, did not
guarantee Ethiopians an appreciable degree of justice, equality, or prosperity. They turned out
to be little more than smokescreens for modernized forms of despotism.

Dismissing their instrumentality for a progressive emergence of a responsible government is,
however, a big mistake. As modern democracies' history clearly shows, a good constitution
serves as the highest earthly authority for organized citizens to appeal to in their struggle for fair
and transparent rules of political and economic competition.

Experience has also taught us that cherished principles enshrined even in a paper-perfect
constitution come to life and become institutionalized only through diligent cultivation of the
common cause of free citizenship and mutual responsibility. Rights and informed consent are
earned, not granted. Political and civic organizations in Ethiopia and the growing Diaspora, which
will be predominantly urban for the foreseeable future, shoulder a special responsibility for
educating as well as learning from the predominantly rural voters.

This Charter demands that the Ethiopian Bill of Rights affirm current international standards in
granting every citizen an enforceable legal remedy if and when the Government infringes upon
their rights, such as conducting elections that violate basic freedoms. The non-ethnocentric
Constitution we seek should, therefore, recognize the set of fundamental and inalienable rights
of all individuals by virtue of their humanity and citizenship. These include freedom from injustice
and for the rule of law, from fear and for thought and expression, from discrimination and for full
participation, and from want and for prosperity based on equal opportunity.

It is beyond this Charter's mandate to dictate or predefine the full content of a democratic
Constitution for Ethiopia. We must nonetheless raise as compelling reminders certain
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imperatives that merit serious consideration. At the very least, the new Constitution, as a freely-entered
compact between citizen and State, must:
e be created with maximum public representation and participation, especially of the youth;
e guarantee political equality for all citizens;
e build-in the full empowerment of women;
e guarantee Basic Needs for all as a matter of entitlement since, without them, other rights are
patently meaningless;
e enshrine the ultimate sovereignty of the citizen over the State;
o facilitate the full institutionalization of a culture of respect for the rule of law;
o empower the citizen by upholding the rights of the individual and respecting the cultural
identity of groups;
e encourage an open society and a competitive economy; and
o facilitate transparency, civility, and honesty in public life.

Principles that are rightly believed must also be rightly lived. That is why we insist that the post-dictatorial
political system goes beyond formalism by providing practicable legislative and judicial mechanisms for
enforcing inalienable rights. Such mechanisms should put a high premium on simplicity to minimize ever-
present corruption by the political class and on flexibility to ensure adaptability to changing circumstances.
It bears repeating that procedural equality before the law or free and fair election will mean little to the
majority poor so long as lack of resources effectively prevents them from meaningful participation in
public affairs.

The Charter implores Ethiopians to reflect on the bitter lessons of the recent past critically. A legitimate
state will have to be rebuilt on the basis of durable peace, the rule of law, and justice. This is why we
humbly but uncompromisingly draw attention to the designers of a democratic Ethiopia the need for a
meeting of minds on the following guiding principles which capture the lessons of experience with
modernization efforts in the past half-century:

(a) Respect for Ethiopia's Sovereignty and Territorial Integrity: The Ethiopian people, through their
long history, have time and again defended their sovereignty, inviolable unity, and territorial
indivisibility. They have forged this legacy through war and peace and thereby created an
unbreakable bond. This historical resolve of the people must be affirmed and strengthened. It
must also be recognized that Ethiopia and her neighbors need to enter into a regional pact to
ensure mutual security.

(b) Primacy of the Constitutional Rights of the Individual Citizen: This Charter upholds unconditionally
the inviolability of basic human, civic, and political rights. In a multi-cultural society such as ours,
a constitution that privileges primordial group-rights is inherently sectarian and discriminatory; it
erodes the rights of minorities; and ultimately undermines inter-communal solidarity without
which a cohesive national community cannot be nurtured. This is not to suggest that group
identities are not important. Itis instead to note that rights enjoyed by groups, important as they
are for facilitating self-government, are best understood as derivative rights emanating from
those of the free citizen. Of course, the hallmark of modern democracy is not just the rule of the
majority; it also protects the minority.

(c) The right to food security for all citizens: The right to food is the most fundamental of all rights
dealing as it does with the inalienable right to life. In this day and age, no self-respecting Ethiopian
government, however financially constrained, would allow entire communities to die of
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starvation, the majority of its children to be permanently stunted by chronic undernutrition and
malnutrition or fall victim to easily eliminable communicable diseases.

(d) At least one national language: Ethiopiawinnet is a solemn social contract among multilingual

citizens. Central to this common bond is the ability of all Ethiopians to have a good command of
at least one national, one regional, and one international language without any prejudice to none.
A working language at the national, as well as local levels, is a prerequisite for equal access to
public services such as education and the courts by any citizen throughout the country. The
Charter holds that Amharic currently stands far and above others in its spread and development
to deserve the status of such a working language at all levels. Oromiffa stands next in line for such
a status. English serves the bill as the international language. Other regional languages deserve
investment to serve as effective local and regional languages.

(e) A Non-sectarian Devolution of State Power: Some form of a federal or a decentralized-unitary

(f)

model is appropriate for Ethiopia's socio-economic development, cultural and religious diversity.
Serious consideration should be given to making regional administrative entities the basic
operational units of self-administration in order to bring Government closer to the people. In all
cases, regional units must have administrative boundaries that are drawn with due recognition of
the relevant historical, ethnic, geographic, and economic linkages among localities. They must be
big enough to be economically and politically viable but not so big as to preclude full
accountability to the electorate. Finally, they must enjoy a degree of autonomy from the center
in a manner that balances the need for local control with the equally important need for a
sufficiently strong central government.
Representative Military, Judicial, and Civil Services: Constitutional rights can be safeguarded only
with the creation of independent and meritocratic military civil and security services that reflect
the ethnic, religious, and gender diversity of the country. Needless to say, the military and security
services must be under civilian control, and all are fully accountable to an independent judiciary
that upholds the supreme authority of the Constitution.

(e) A Full-fledged Market Economy: Ethiopians seek to enjoy economic security through private

ownership of property and the freedom to engage in legitimate economic activities in any locality
of their choice. The Government must transfer, through a fair and transparent process, most
publicly-owned land, houses, industrial capital, and service enterprises to the private sector. The
predominance of private property and secure economic freedom, besides being conducive to
prosperity, also constitute the first line of defense against ever-present tyranny. The appropriate
slogan for today is: "ownership to the producer." A responsible government is one that prefers to
be a development partner to the private sector by supplying key economic infrastructure, nurturing
strategic industries, providing aid to laggard regions or disadvantaged citizens, encouraging
cooperatives that provide social safety nets, and securing fair rules of competition and private
property rights.

(f) Independent Civic and Political Organizations: Emergent democracies, especially low-income ones,

find it difficult to build up a dense network of civic organizations to educate citizens to know about
and defend their rights or to provide vital assistance in ensuring the enforcement of these rights.
Independent professional organizations such as the press are key conveyer belts by serving as
sources of public information, as aggregators of the public interest, and as watchdogs of public
authorities. Ethiopian democracy must be based on the principle of a transparent and competitive
political market where parties seeking state power are open to all citizens who subscribe to their
programs. No political party, ruling or seeking to rule, shall be permitted to rig the political process
by seeking to create a state-within-a-state with the help of a party militia and a party-owned

If not now, then when? Anh ov%? 37 | 46



business empire. Otherwise, elections in such a fragile democracy and politically captive economy
will be reduced to one of many instruments for legitimizing the rule by law rather than the rule of
law.

(h) Checks and Balances among the Organs of the State: This Charter calls for a broadly-representative
constituent assembly for the transition period, which is charged with carefully evaluating the
wisdom of instituting an appropriate form of Government including the choice between a
parliamentary or a presidential system. The winner-take-all rules and a civil society that is too
feeble to defend its constitutional rights have enabled the executive branch to wield virtually
unconstrained power over the State's legislative and judicial branches. Even under a freely
elected regime, citizens can easily be left out of the loop, not to mention their vulnerability to
repressive legislation. It also encourages the use of traditional, non-state forms of "public
authority" until a fully transparent and accountable State emerges. A system must be devised,
tailor-made for Ethiopia, and subject to a national referendum, which builds-in enforceably checks
and balances at the lowest cost possible.

PART FOUR: DEMOCRATIC ACTIVISM BY CIVIL SOCIETY

The pan-Ethiopian vision embodied in this Charter is consistent with a broad spectrum of modern political
systems, including a constitutional monarchy, liberal democracy, and social democracy. It only insists that
Ethiopians must be free to choose the system under which they wish to live—a system that fulfills their
modern ambitions while remaining authentically faithful to the most cherished of their traditional values.
Since political parties inevitably focus on assuming state power, a dense network of disinterested and
patriotic civic organizations is an essential precondition for ensuring accountability on the part of ruling
parties and promoting peaceful resolution of social conflict by providing justice through a level playing
field. This existential challenge of resuscitating the battered body politic inevitably calls for a strong sense
of pragmatism, forgiveness, patience, and open-mindedness. After all, the cultivation of trust in
Government and among compatriots is an outcome of a long process rather than a one-off event.

The imperative of restoring this generation of Ethiopians to their rightful place in the global
community of free peoples then calls for nothing less than a fully mobilized citizenry ready to
proclaim ownership of its destiny. We are confident that Ethiopia's indefatigable sons and
daughters will rise to the occasion once again to mount an effective collective action in defense
of liberty. The Ethiopian Millennium demands no less from us all.

Long live Ethiopia!

May 2012
Washington, DC (USA)
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