Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn
Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia
Office of the Prime Minister
P.O. Box 1031
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia
24 July 2014
Re: Detained Journalists and Bloggers
Dear Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn,
We write to you to express our grave concern regarding the terrorism charges laid against seven
bloggers associated with the “Zone 9” website and three independent journalists in Ethiopia. Ethiopia is
a party to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the African Charter on Human
and Peoples’ Rights—which both expressly protect the right to freedom of expression. We therefore
urge your government to fulfill its obligations under international law and release all individuals who
have been arbitrarily detained in violation of their fundamental rights.
As you may be aware, six of the bloggers (Zelalem Kibret, Atnaf Berahane, Natnael Feleke, Mahlet
Fantahun, Befeqadu Hailu, and Abel Wabela) and the three journalists (Tesfalem Waldyes, Asmamaw
Hailegeorgis, and Edom Kassaye) were arrested in late April, shortly after it was announced that the
Zone 9 website would resume its activities after suspending operations because of increasing
harassment and surveillance. All nine detainees were subsequently held for nearly three months before
any specific allegations were presented or formal charges filed against them. Most concerning,
however, are reports that some of the detainees have complained of serious mistreatment by
investigators and that defense lawyers and their clients have been excluded from some of the
proceedings.
Recent reports now indicate that the detained bloggers and journalists have been charged under the
widely-criticized 2009 Anti-Terrorism Proclamation, including provisions that provide for the death
penalty, in addition to charges of committing “outrages against the constitution.” A seventh blogger,
Soleyana Shimeles, was also charged in absentia. In accordance with the requirements of both
Ethiopian and international law, we call on you to ensure that all allegations of torture or other forms of
ill-treatment are promptly investigated and that no statements obtained through such means are
admitted in court. Further, we call on you to ensure that the detainees have full access to the assistance
of legal counsel and that the proceedings related to this case are open to the public, the media, and
members of the diplomatic community.
Unfortunately, these prosecutions are only the most recent example of a worrying pattern. Outspoken
Ethiopian journalists Eskinder Nega, Reeyot Alemu, and Woubshet Taye have all received long prison
terms under the 2009 Anti-Terrorism Proclamation, in trials marred by procedural flaws. Similarly,
opposition activists including Andualem Arage have received sentences of up to life imprisonment on
such grounds.
While your office has asserted that the prosecution of these individuals is unrelated to their work as
journalists, independent inquiries have found that this is not the case. For example, the United Nations
Working Group on Arbitrary Detention held that the imprisonment of Mr. Nega violated Ethiopia’s
obligations under international law and requested his immediate release. In addition to procedural

violations, the Working Group found that the detention of Mr. Nega resulted directly from his exercise
of free expression and that the overly broad offenses established by the 2009 Anti-Terrorism
Proclamation constituted “an unjustified restriction on expression rights and on fair trial rights.”
Despite such a finding, however, Mr. Nega remains in prison.
Other international bodies have similarly criticized your country’s Anti-Terrorism Proclamation for
being overly broad and a tool through which freedom of expression is limited. The African
Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights adopted a resolution in 2012 stating that it was “gravely
alarmed by the arrests and prosecutions of journalists and political opposition members, charged with
terrorism and other offences, including treason, for exercising their peaceful and legitimate rights to
freedom of expression and freedom of association.” This message reinforced an earlier statement by
five United Nations special procedure mandate holders, including the Special Rapporteur on CounterTerrorism and Human Rights, which expressed their “dismay at the continuing abuse of anti-terrorism
legislation to curb freedom of expression in Ethiopia.” During Ethiopia’s Universal Periodic Review
earlier this year, similar concerns were raised by a number of countries, including security allies of
Ethiopia such as the United States of America.
Despite these clear findings that the targeting of writers under the 2009 Anti-Terrorism Proclamation is
inconsistent with Ethiopia’s international obligations, prosecutors have now charged the seven Zone 9
bloggers and three independent journalists under that very law. As a result, they face exceedingly long
prison sentences or even death. Such a practice violates international law and threatens to undermine
the legitimacy of international security efforts in the region.
In light of these serious concerns, we urge you to facilitate the immediate release of all journalists and
bloggers imprisoned under the 2009 Anti-Terrorism Proclamation and to revise the Proclamation to
comply with regional and international human rights standards.
Sincerely,
1. Amnesty International
2. ARTICLE 19 Eastern Africa
3. Central Africa Human Rights Defenders Network (REDHAC), Central Africa
4. CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation
5. Civil Rights Defenders, Sweden
6. Coalition pour le Développement et la Réhabilitation Sociale (CODR UBUNTU), Burundi
7. Committee to Protect Journalists
8. Community Empowerment for Progress Organization (CEPO), South Sudan
9. Conscience International (CI), The Gambia
10. East and Horn of Africa Human Rights Defenders Project
11. Egyptian Democratic Association, Egypt
12. Electronic Frontier Foundation
13. Ethiopian Human Rights Project (EHRP)
14. Elma7rosa Network, Egypt
15. English PEN
16. Freedom Now
17. Front Line Defenders, Dublin
18. Human Rights Watch
19. International Women’s Media Foundation (IWMF)
20. Ligue des Droits de la personne dans la region des Grands Lacs (LDGL), Great Lakes

21. Ligue Iteka, Burundi
22. Maranatha Hope, Nigeria
23. Media Legal Defence Initiative
24. National Civic Forum, Sudan
25. National Coalition of Human Rights Defenders, Kenya
26. Niger Delta Women's movement for Peace and Development, Nigeria
27. Nigeria Network of NGOs, Nigeria
28. Paradigm Initiative Nigeria, Nigeria
29. PEN American Center
30. PEN International
31. Réseau africain des journalistes sur la sécurité humaine et la paix (Rajosep), Togo
32. Sexual Minorities Uganda (SMUG), Uganda
33. South Sudan Human Rights Defenders Network (SSHRDN), South Sudan
34. South Sudan Law Society, South Sudan
35. Tanzania Human Rights Defenders Coalition, Tanzania
36. Twerwaneho Listeners Club (TLC), Uganda
37. Union de Jeunes pour la Paix et le Développement, Burundi
38. WAN-IFRA (The World Association of Newspapers and News Publishers)
39. West African Human Rights Defenders Network (ROADDH/ WAHRDN), West Africa
40. Zambia Council for Social Development (ZCSD), Zambia
41. Zimbabwe Human Rights NGO Forum, Zimbabwe

