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Virtual Control assumed by Armed Forces. - Continuing Internal Unrest. - Government Programme of Reforms. - Activities of Eritrean Liberation Front.

Following a period of serious unrest in many parts of the country between March and June 1974 the armed forces of Ethiopia took effective control of the country during the last week of June, though without staging a coup, through an "Armed Forces Committee". They put forward demands for far-reaching reforms which, with the concurrence of the Emperor Haile Selassie, were acceded to by the Government of Lij Endalkatchew Makonnen.

A 13-point manifesto issued by the Armed Forces Committee on July 9 constituted the most comprehensive statement of their aims by the armed forces. In this statement the Committee declared inter alia:
(1) That the Ethiopian people had hitherto been divided along tribal, religions and class lines, but that the Committee would do all in its power to create a spirit of unity, equality and brotherhood;

(2) that it would ensure the abolition of "traditional beliefs and customs which may hamper the unity and progress of Ethiopia";

(3) that the armed forces believed that they could achieve lasting changes without bloodshed;

(4) that they had been forced to take action" to ensure the smooth functioning of the new Cabinet" (by removing allegedly corrupt officials);

(5) that they would work closely with the civilian Cabinet, would act as "a kind of watchdog" over its activities and would ensure that they had a voice in all decisions;

(6) that they remained loyal to the Emperor and would "uphold the Crown of His Imperial Majesty";

(7) that priority would be given to the introduction of a new Constitution, which would provide for a multi-party system and the decentralization of power, and would deprive the Emperor of his absolute powers (so that in effect he would become a constitutional monarch); and

(8) that labour relations would be improved, and increased aid given to the victims of the drought.

The principal manifestations of unrest, which on several occasions threatened to assume the dimensions of civil war, were:

(1) Strikes by workers in many undertakings, and in particular by government employees whose demands included not only improved pay and conditions but also the removal of unpopular senior officials and the recognition of the right to form trade unions—a right steadfastly refused by the Government.

(2) Action by peasants who, being landless sharecroppers, began to seize the lands of absentee landlords and in some cases to destroy the latter's property, in particular in the Rift Valley. This action was exacerbated by traditional tribal animosities, in particular of the Gallas in southern Ethiopia against the ruling Amharas.

(3) Demonstrations by students and pupils, usually in favour of radical demands for land reform, the resignation of the Government, and on some occasions for the overthrow of the Emperor.

(4) The activities of the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) in the province of Eritrea.

Strikers and demonstrators, especially in Addis Ababa, repeatedly clashed with police, as a result of which at least 20 persons were officially stated to have lost their lives during March alone.

During these months of unrest sections of the armed forces took action in order to impress upon the Government the urgent need to accede to their demands, mainly for "trial of all former Ministers for their responsibility for the genocide caused by the famine" [see 26559 A]; for guarantees concerning the early revision of the country's Constitution; and for "complete and rapid land reform".

Attempts to rise against the Government were made on March 24–25 (a) by the police in Asmara, and (b) by airmen at the Debre Zeit air base.

The Asmara police occupied the city and its airport and radio station, at first with the tacit approval and later with the active participation of the Second Army Division. The "armed forces of the North" sent a delegation, which reached Addis Ababa on March 28, to demand the immediate trial, by courts including military men, of the Prime Minister and his Cabinet: the dismissal and trial of senior officers; the release of 25 rebel officers arrested a few days earlier; and the restoration of communications between Asmara and the rebel airmen at Debre Zeit [aurrounded by paratroopers—see below]. However, on March 28 the "radical"units in Asmara called off their action and released hostages they had seized earlier, after "conservative elements" in the armed forces had pointed out that the country was threatened by tribal warfare, that the ELF had intensified its attacks, and that "radical" Amy units in Addis Ababa were threatening to carry out a coup.

The Debre Zeit air base was surrounded by paratroopers loyal to the Government, in order to prevent the rebellious airmen from carrying out their threat to bomb the capital. The paratroopers were withdrawn on April 3 after the airmen had expressed their willingness to co-operate with the other Services.

The rebellious airmen were supported by student demonstrators who, on April 1–2, demanded the Prime Minister's resignation; the declaration of a state of emergency to deal with the famine; an end to the arrest of "military activists"; the withdrawal of the paratroopers from Debre Zeit; and the dismissal of provincial Governor who had ordered stern action against demonstrators.

Lieut.-General Abiya Abebe, the Minister of Defence, said in a broadcast on March 31 that "irresponsible elements" had sought to take over the Government but that the armed force had carried out their orders in time to foil the plot.

In a report from Asmara (on March 30) it was claimed that a ramifications of this "plot" had been uncovered and that it had been found that the extremists in the police and the Air Force had been "incited by a Communist foreign Power" which was largely responsible for the disorder, the principal instigators of which ha been arrested.

Further risings by police and troops took place in provincial towns during the first week of April.

A minor police revolt at Goba, the capital of Bale province, on April 1–2 ended when the police were allowed to submit a petition for better working conditions.

In Harar, troops of the Third Division (of the Eastern Command charged with defending the Ogaden desert against Somali intrusion and until then regarded as the most loyal of the Army's four divisions: took over the government radio and imposed a curfew "because of corrupt and criminal officials still in power in Ethiopia". In response to their call, Lieut.-General Haile Baikedagne resigned on April 7 as Deputy Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces, to which post he had been appointed in February. On April 9, however, the rebellious troops returned to barracks after releasing their commander, Major. General Nega Tegegn (a son-in-law of the Emperor), from temporary arrest.

The Government reacted to the threats by extremist sections of the armed forces by announcing a number of new measures.

According to a broadcast on March 28, the Emperor had appointed a tribunal consisting of two police officers (a colonel and a major) and five civilians "to bring to court officials lacking in integrity".

A new austerity Budget was approved by the Emperor at the same time, involving a 30 per cent reduction in administrative expenditure, though this would not affect the armed forces and the police.

Lij Endalkatchew Makonnen, the Prime Minister, appealed on March 30 to the armed forces, the security forces and the public jointly to assume responsibility for the maintenance of law and order. However, notwithstanding the Prime Minister's appeal, demands continued to be made by various sections of the population.

In the Lower House of Parliament, Mr. Abiye Dantew, a deputy from the drought-stricken Wollo province, alleged on April 1 that all 14 provincial Governors were "arrogant mini-dictators", and the House thereupon demanded the dismissal of those who were "ineffectual and irresponsible". Parliament further called for the immediate revocation of orders under which security forces in the provinces had shot peaceful demonstrators "in direct violation of the right of the people to express their grievances in a peaceful way".

At Gondar (about 250 miles north of Addis Ababa) policemen demonstrated on April 5 against the failure of the local court to convict alleged offenders (a judge being reported to have been killed after he had acquitted a defendant accused of corruption). In ensuing clashes six persons were reported to have lost their lives.

In response to public pressure the Government on April 9 removed a number of high-ranking officials, including several provincial Governors and the Asmara police commander, General Gashaw Gedle Giorgis.

The Prime Minister on April 1 opened the constitutional conference ordered by the Emperor [see page 26422].

Lij Endalkatchew Makonnen defined the leak of the conference as being to "clarify" the redistribution of power in the country; to make the Government responsible to Parliament (and no longer to the Emperor) so as to guarantee the Ethiopian people's rights and freedom to preserve the country's resources and traditions; and to study the constitutional experience of other countries which were at the same level of development as Ethiopia.

In a White Paper published on April 9 the Government outlined sweeping domestic reforms.

These comprised (a) the setting-up of a constitutional monarchy, for which recommendations would be made by the constitutional conference and submitted to Parliament; (b) the appointment of a new Cabinet after the approval of the reforms by Parliament in six months' time; (c) land reforms involving (i) the takeover by the Government and "distribution to those who make their living by working on the land" of such holdings as were "in excess of what is considered to be a reasonable limit of the owner's capacity to develop", against "appropriate compensation" to be determined by law, and (ii) the abolition of public land grants to those who did net work on the land; (d) measures against corruption, including checks on officials' personal income and properties acquired during their terms of office; and (e), in foreign policy, "an active role in promoting friendly relations with all countries" and particularly with Ethiopia's neighbours, as well as confirmed adherence to the principles of the U.N. and Organization of African Unity Charters and to the non-aligned movement.

The Government promised to conduct State affairs "with honesty. diligence and efficiency", and with special attention to fiscal questions and the drought problem. The Government also appealed for public support for meeting "the challenges of the time" resulting from "long-standing and cumulative problems" which had led to the crisis of February 1974, and at the same time gave a warning that the present social situation might hamper reforms and even lead to tragic consequences for the country.

When the White Paper was to be explained at a joint session of both Houses of Parliament on April 10, the Prime Minister was prevented from speaking by uproar among senators and deputies. The session eventually decided to adjourn and to appoint a seven-member committee to prepare specific questions to be put to the Prime Minister.

On April 14 the Emperor made an unprecedented announcement about the succession to the throne. He declared that his grandson, Prince Zare Yakob (20), a student at Oxford University, would supersede Crown Prince Asfa Wossen (57), the Prince's father, who lived in Switzerland, having suffered a severe stroke in January 1972, which had partially paralysed him. According to constitutional experts, Prince Zare Yakob might, on the death of the Emperor, become Regent and be aided by the Crown Council until the death of his father, whereupon he would inherit the throne.

Further unrest during April was created by local military action as well as by strikes and demonstrations.

In Addis Ababa some 6,000 strikers demonstrating in the streets enforced the dismissal of the Mayor and other senior municipal officers on April 11; on the following day 15 persons, including at least three policemen, were reported killed at Arba Minch, in the Rift Valley, after the regional Governor had fled to Addis Ababa and the Vice-Governor was forced to accept the appointment of a new municipal council; while on April 12–13 the town of Jijiga (about 300 miles east of Addis Ababa) was temporarily taken over by units of the Third Division of the Army, who on returning to barracks released a number of officers and merchants whom they had arrested. During the same week a strike by railway workers at Diredawa (on the Addis Ababa-Djibouti line) led to an attempt to sabotage the line, to clashes with the police in which a policeman was killed, and to the arrest of several trade unionists.

On April 20 some 30,000 Moslems demonstrated in Addis Ababa in favour of equal rights for Moslems and Christians and the separation of Church and State. Two days later several thousand Christians staged a counter-demonstration and petitioned the Patriarch Theophilos and the Prime Minister to use their influence to keep Ethiopia "a Christian country", which, they claimed, it had been "since the fourth century".

[According to a young Army officer, the Moslem demonstration was taken by the armed forces as a warning not to try to carry out a coup d'état. Such an attempt, they felt, might plunge the country into civil war because, as indicated by the fact that many of the demonstrators were armed, there were in oivllian hands large quantities of arms which he estimated at 3,000,000 weapons or 50 times as many as were held by the armed forces.]

In view of the continuing unrest the Government decided on April 23 to give full powers to the Ministers of the Interior and of Defence to order the police and the Army to maintain law and order by all means they deemed fit. The Government also prohibited all strikes by government employees, and on April 24 it was officially announced that all officials who did not return to work by the end of the week would be dismissed and replaced. The Minister of Education gave all striking students and pupils until April 25 to return to their classes, failing which they would be expelled from educational institutions.

The police opened fire on demonstrating strikers and students in Addis Ababa on April 25, but no casualties were reported. In Eritrea, strikes paralysed the Asmara-Massawa railway line as well as administrative, hospital, bus and port services in Assab and Massawa.

During the next few days units of the police and the Army took a number of actions which, although they involved the arrest of many leading figures in the country, were explicitly described as being intended to safeguard and strengthen the civilian Government.

Police and troop units led by n.c.o.s in Addis Ababa began on April 26 to round up former Ministers, military officers and civilian officials, some of whom they suspected of trying to overthrow the Government. In a statement issued on April 27 these units listed Mr. Aklilou Habte Wold (the former Prime Minister), Mr. Ketema Yifru (who had been Minister of Commerce and Industry), and other former Cabinet Ministers, the police chief and the Mayor of Addis Ababa, as well as two former provincial Governors, as having been arrested; in the statement those units also declared their full support for the Government of Lij Endalkatchew Makonnen and condemned strikes, asking all strikers to return to work.

On April 28 it was reported that a "Co-ordinating Committee for Peaceful Solutions to the Current Problem" led by a colonel had arrested three leading officers—General Haile Baikedagne (the former Deputy Chief of Staff), General Abebe Gemeda (former commander of the Imperial Bodyguard) and General Deresse Dubale (C.-in-C. of ground forces until February 1974).

Lieut.-General Assefa Ayena was on April 30 dismissed as Minister of Posts and Telecommunications and was arrested by soldiers on charges of conspiring against the Government and of having abused his position as Chief of Staff of the Army under the Habte Wold Government.

Armed forces units also took action against strikers when they forcibly ended a telecommunication workers' strike on April 30 and a postal workers' strike on May 3, several militant trade unionists being arrested. Army units in addition took over electricity and water services after workers in these services had threatened to carry out solidarity strikes.

One person was killed and four were severely injured on May 15 in a clash between bus drivers ordered to return to work and others wishing to continue their strike.

On May 25 troops arrested 24 telecommunication workers, whereupon other workers went on strike from May 27 to June 5 to enforce their demands for the release of their colleagues and the dismissal of senior officials.

During these developments the Emperor refrained from making any public statements until on May 5 he appealed in a broadcast to the armed forces for discipline and adherence to their principal task of "safeguarding the integrity and security of the nation", which, he claimed, were threatened by "disunity" created by "agitators". At the same time the Emperor undertook to introduce necessary reforms.

On March 21 the Emperor had approved the appointment of Mr. Negash Desta as Minister of Finance.

Mr. Desta (48), director-general of the Ethiopian Shipping Lines, was appointed after three weeks of consultation, during which it had not been possible to find a person willing to assume responsibility for the financing of the extensive pay rises agreed to by the Government.

Dr. Minassie Haile, who had been reappointed Foreign Minister in March, resigned on May 8.

A new Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces, Lieut.-General Wolde Selassie Bereke (previously commander of the ground forces), was on May 13 appointed in place of the arrested General Assefa Ayena (who had held this post ad interim since the formation of the new Government early in March). On the same day three senior Army officers were appointed provincial Governors.

The Cabinet was reorganized on May 29, when Dejazmatch Zewde Gabre Selassie (the Minister of the Interior) became Minister of Foreign Affairs (vice Dr. Minassie Haile); MrRemissie Tefera Minister of the Interior; and Mr. Takelign Gidanu (the Minister of Planning and Development) Minister of Posts and Telecommunications (vice General Assefa Ayena).

The Government set up several commissions to investigate alleged misdemeanours and offences.

A commission was appointed on June 19 to inquire into allegations of grain sent to Ethiopia for famine relief purposes having been re-exported to North Yemen.

A 15-member commission created on June 20 was charged with investigating cases of alleged corruption among leading personalities. As a first step this commission banned all foreign travel by thousands of persons, including Ministers and government officials, pending an inquiry into their affairs.

The arrests of leading personalities by units of the armed forces were criticized on June 26 by eight members of Parliament who made representations to the headquarters of the Fourth Division for the release of several former Cabinet Ministers accused of corruption in office, maladministration, incompetence and other shortcomings. The armed forces units thereupon appealed to their superiors, in particular Lieut.-General Abiye Abebe, the Minister of Defence, for the punishment of these members of Parliament, but their appeals were ignored.

As a result, Army units on June 28 occupied all government and private radio stations, as well as the telecommunications centre and the airport in Addle Ababa, and ordered the broadcasting of their own communiqués.

In a first broadcast at 10 p.m. on June 28 the armed forces expressed their dissatisfaction with "pressures" aimed at the release of former Ministers held in prison since April.

In a second broadcast at 8 a.m. on June 29 they again expressed opposition to the release of those detained because of their "cruelty towards the Ethiopian people". At 6.30 p.m. on the same day a curfew was imposed from 11 p.m. to 6 a.m.

In a third broadcast later the same day the armed forces declared: "Our movement is destined to preserve the unity, prosperity and welfare of the whole nation."

A fourth broadcast on June 30 consisted of a proclamation signed by leaders of the armed forces, including the Imperial Bodyguard, the police and the militia, who professed their loyalty to the Emperor and the nation and stated that only those persons would be arrested who were suspected of obstructing the normal functioning of institutions.

In a fifth broadcast on June 30 it was confirmed that leading personalities who had voluntarily surrendered to the armed forces included Ras Asrate Kassa (the President of the Crown Council, a former Governor of Eritrea province, and reportedly the most powerful man in Ethiopia after the Emperor), Betwodeid Zewde Gebrehiod (the President of the Senate), Ato Yilma Deressa (a Crown Councillor and former Minister of Finance), and Major-General Seyoum Gedle Giorgis (commander of the Second Army Division, stationed in Eritrea). It was also stated in the communique that "complete agreement" had been reached" at all levels" at a meeting between a "military council" and a four-member commission consisting of Ministers charged with negotiating with the armed forces.

On July 2 armed forces units occupied the banks in Addis Ababa; according to press reports, no clients were permitted to withdraw more than 10,000 Ethiopian dollars (about £2,000) from their accounts.

In a broadcast on July 4, it was stated that the Emperor had asked all those whose arrest had been demanded by the armed forces to surrender to them; that the commanders of the Imperial Bodyguard had declared their full solidarity with the armed forces movement and approved all its actions on condition that the person of the Emperor should remain inviolate; that the (moderate) "Co-ordinating Committee", which had acted against strikes and trade unionists in April and May [see above], had been dissolved; and that in future the armed forces would in no event intervene in disputes between employers and employees.

The Emperor Haile Selassie told several members of Parliament on July 6 that the cause of Ethiopia's current crisis was to be found in "selfish motives and lust for power" among government officials.

By July 13 the armed forces had rounded up practically all leading personalities whom they wished to bring to trial, and whose number was given its 82.

In addition to those mentioned above, persons arrested also included Lieut.-Colonel Tamirat Yigezu, a member of the Crown Council and former Minister of the Interior, who was believed to be responsible for a number of political arrests; Colonel Solomon Kedir, chief of the security police; Dejazmatch Kifle Dadi, another member of the Crown Council; the Rev. Habtemariam Workineh, administrator of the Haile Selassie First Trinity Cathedral; and Ras Mesfin Seleshi, a wealthy landowner and former adviser to the Crown.

Following a meeting with two representatives of the Armed Forces Committee on July 3, the Emperor (a) appointed a parliamentary commission to draft a constitutional amendment under which the Prime Minister would be directly responsible to Parliament, and no longer to the Emperor himself (who would become a purely ceremonial Head of State); and (b) decreed a general amnesty for all political prisoners (which was expected to benefit several dozen detainees who had been involved either in ELF activities or in the unsuccessful coup of 1960—see 17882 A) and also for political exiles abroad.

At their meeting with the Emperor, the representatives of the armed forces also demanded that the promised constitutional reforms should be carried out immediately, that Parliament should therefore not go into recess, and that both civilian officials and members of the armed forces should be constantly consulted.

On the same day (July 3) Major-General Aman Andom, a native of Eritrea, was promoted Lieutenant-General and made C.-in-C. of the Armed Forces vice Lieut.-General Welds Selassie Bereke, who became a member of the Senate.

General Andom, who enjoyed great popularity, had been removed from active service by the Emperor when he had led Ethiopian Army units across the border into Somalia during the dispute with that country in 1964 [see 20176 A].

In a further broadcast on July 14 the armed forces made clear that they would not return to barracks until all maladministration in the Government was ended. They described as "reactionaries" those officials who were against change, adding that the followers of these officials were direct enemies of the Ethiopian people and that arms had been seized from "these potential troublemakers".

Lieut.-General Abiye Abebe, the Minister of Defence, was detains by the Armed Forces Committee on July 16, when he surrenders after being ordered to do so two days earlier. He had not been seen in public since June 29, and it was said that the Emperor, whose son-in-law he was, had in February personally asked for his appointment as Minister of Defense.

On July 17 the Armed Forces Committee of the North arrests General Debebe Haile Mariam, the Governor of Eritrea, as well as the Mayor of Asmara and five other officials, took control of key installations in the provincial capital, and imposed a curfew.

On July 22 the Emperor accepted the resignation of Lij Endalkatchew Makonnen as Prime Minister and replaced him by Lij Mikhail Imru [who had joined the Cabinet in March 1974—see page 26422]. According to a broadcast, the new Prime Minister was chosen "at the request of the military".

Lij Mikhail Imru Haile Selassie (44), an Oxford graduate, had previously held various high posts, among them those of director general of the Ministry of Defence and Ambassador to the United States and to the Soviet Union. In the Cabinet of Lij Endalkatchew Makonnen he was, after a few weeks, moved from the post of Minister of Commerce and Industry to that of Minister in the Prime Minister's office responsible for economic and social affairs. He was considered to be the only Amhara aristocrat to have consistently championed the cause of radical reform in the Ethiopian State.

In a statement over Radio Ethiopia the Armed Force Committee warned the outgoing Prime Minister on July 2, that the same measures would be taken against him as against the former officials who had been arrested, because he had opposed the detention of some of his relatives and had been "a constant obstacle to the aims of the Committee".

The (Arab-supported) Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) [see 24507 A], which claimed to be in control of certain areas in the province of Eritrea and was estimated to have between 5,000 and 10,000 members, was responsible for a number of attacks which occurred during the general unrest in April, May and June 1974.

Earlier, according to a statement issued in Beirut on June 1, 1973, ELF guerillas had for 10 days been engaged in battle near the Sudanese border against Ethiopian forces using tanks and aircraft, and had lost 20 killed and seven wounded.

On Sept. 12, 1973, ELF members had killed General Yelam, deputy commander of the Ethiopian forces in Eritrea; on Dec. 14 Addis Ababa radio announced the death of a colonel and four other officers shot down in their helicopter at Ghinda (between Asmara and Massawa). On Jan. 2, 1974, the ELF claimed to have killed 15 Ethiopian officers and soldiers in an attack on their quarters in Asmara.

After the ELF had announced that it would take further action, an armed command attacked the newly opened Debarewa copper mine (near Asmara) on March 23–24, 1974, where about £150,000 worth of damage was caused and mining was stopped for the rest of the year.

On March 26 a group of 15 ELF guerrillas seized the pilot and four passengers of a helicopter, which had been on a prospecting mission for the (U.S.) Tenneco oil company and had made a forced landing about 40 miles north west of Massawa. The pilot, Mr. Donald Wederfort (27), a Canadian, was released at Kassala (in the Sudan) on June 26, but the whereabouts of the other four—all geologists, three Americans and a Canadian—remained unknown. Mr. Grant Wyatt, a Canadian who searched for them by helicopter, was also seized by ELF guerrillas on May 27, but was released in Asmara on June 4.

An American hospital at Ghinda was attacked on May 29 by dissident guerrillas, who killed a Dutch nurse and kidnapped an American nurse, Mrs. Deborah Dortzbach, who was released near Massawa on June 22. The ELF had denied on June 1 that it was in any way connected with this action.

Other ELF attacks took place on June 1, when two soldiers were killed and seven others injured south of Asmara; a telephone exchange was blown up; and a landowner was abducted near Agordat. On June 3 Signor France Ennemoser, an Italian farmer, was also kidnapped, but was released without explanation on June 10.

On June 18 a bomb was detonated under a bus, killing eight persons and wounding 19, while an adviser to the provincial governor was killed by gunmen in Asmara.

The Eritrean Liberation Front and the "People's Armed Liberation Forces" (a more radical and revolutionary movement), stated in a declaration issued in Rome on July 1, 1974, that the people of Eritrea expected "a real political change" and "the recognition of the reality of the Eritrean struggle for independence conducted during the last 13 years", and therefore sought "an equitable peace through frank negotiation". At the same time the declaration expressed determination to intensify the struggle by all means, including military activities conducted from the large areas claimed to be already "controlled by the liberation forces".

The ELF was also thought to be responsible for the assassination in June and in mid-July 1974 of two of the three Moslem members of the five-member provincial council for Eritrea. These council members had advocated the return of Eritrea to the federal status within Ethiopia which it had enjoyed until November 1962 [see 19105 C], whereas the ELF demanded complete independence and had previously threatened to kill all three Moslem council members.

It was, however, considered significant that on July 1 General Beharane Teferra was appointed Governor of Eritrea, after he had been dismissed as police chief of Eritrea by the previous Governor, because he had stated that "the conflict between Ethiopia and ELF" could not be settled by force but only" by dialogue".–(Times - Guardian - Daily Telegraph - Financial Times - Le Monde - Neue Zürcher Zeitung - Il Globe, Rome - International Herald Tribune - New York Times) (Prev. rep. 26421 A.)
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