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Preface

“…Memories are the fertilizer for history…” (borrowed from Remco Campert,
who at the age of 83, makes this statement about culture). The story about
the KdK Group in this booklet is based on memories derived from interviews
with the members and others involved in the story. This account therefore
is a personalized description of events in the Horn of Africa over more than
one and a half decade.
Professional historians will strongly disagree with the

Only a few years after the war ended, Eritrea became

methodology of this “history”. The facts are correct, the

independent and Ethiopia was ruled by a “grand coali-

interpretation of those facts as well as the underlying

tion”. A group of long-term humanitarian aid workers

analysis are not impartial and open for debate. Hence we

from European church agencies and some close friends

call it a “Living History”. This is an account by a group of

from their counterpart agencies during the liberation war,

friends who look back at a common history. We walked a

were spurred into action again. Their great vision: an

long and winding road. For most it started already in the

inclusive and participatory society.

late seventies of the last century when war and drought
plagued the Horn of Africa. Members of the later KdK
Group were involved in the developments in the region in

jacques willemse

various capacities. In that sense the KdK Group was the

Former Chairman of the KdK Group

finishing touch of that long and winding road.
For some time members of the KdK Group felt they
had to document their experiences. At the same time
there is some hesitation since some of the matters at
hand during these 15 years are ongoing till today. With
the passing of the years however, the urge was growing
and the potential risks for those still involved was diminishing. And when one of the main players in the “KdK
saga”, Meles Zenawi, suddenly died, it was about time to
start the work.
We call it a “living history”. The story starts in the last
decennium of the 20th century. Perhaps some 15 years
earlier, when one includes the history of the Emergency
Relief Desk (ERD). Most of the friends who constituted
the KdK Group had a relationship to this unique
cross-border relief operation, which supplied the suffering people in the war zones of Eritrea and Ethiopia with
food, medicines and other life-saving aid.
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The KdK Group – its Origin and
Identity
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Three significant liberation movements were fighting
against the Ethiopian military regime – the Derg – of Colonel Mengistu Haile Mariam. They were: the Eritrean Peo-

In the mid-1990s, the so-called “KdK Group” was estab-

ple’s Liberation Front (EPLF); the Tigray People’s Liber-

lished by individuals who had commenced their involve-

ation Front (TPLF) and the Oromo Liberation Front

ment in the affairs of the Horn of Africa by conducting a

(OLF). Each one of these liberation fronts had established

peculiarly unconventional humanitarian programme in

its own relief wing namely the Eritrean Relief Association

the 1970s and 1980s. Their prior involvement in this work

(ERA), the Relief Society of Tigray (REST) and the Oromo

laid the foundation for their subsequent initiative to pro-

Relief Association (ORA) respectively. These relief organ-

mote peace and reconciliation among the liberation

izations cooperated with the ERD in implementing its

fronts who had been their counterparts in this humani-

cross-border operation, which was carried out intention-

tarian undertaking. The peace and reconciliation effort

ally ignoring the sovereignty of the Ethiopian govern-

described in this paper became the defining mission of

ment of the day. Such an unconventional delivery of relief

the KdK Group. The group’s story dates back to the early

was quite unprecedented at the time.

1980s when the “Emergency Relief Desk” (ERD) was

The humanitarian organizations of the liberation

established under the auspices of the Sudan Council of

movements worked very closely with the ERD by partici-

Churches with the aim of conducting an unconventional

pating in discussions about its operations and pro-

humanitarian relief operation.

grammes and implementing them under ERD’s supervi-

Thus, understanding how the ERD came into exist-

sion. The back donors of the relief supplies expressed

ence is essential for grasping how the members of the

serious concerns about the possibility of the liberation

KdK Group developed a deep commitment to the wellbe-

movements diverting resources channeled into northern

ing of the people of the Horn of Africa – so much so that

Ethiopia and Eritrea. In response to these concerns, ERD

its chairman once described the group as “shareholders”

strictly monitored the delivery of relief to the affected

in the post-war development in Ethiopia and Eritrea.

population. While ERD itself monitored the operation,

The “Emergency Relief Desk” (ERD) was jointly

the implementation of the relief activities remained in

established by the Sudan Council of Churches (SCC) and

the hands of the humanitarian organizations of the liber-

Norwegian Church Aid (NCA) in 1981 to oversee a clan-

ation movements. They in turn were dependent on their

destine delivery of relief aid to war and drought-ravaged

respective liberation movements for the safety of their

parts of northern Ethiopia and what has now become

work and staff. This arrangement forced the ERD also to

independent Eritrea. The ERD grew into a consortium of

enter into a relationship of cooperation with the leader-

eight humanitarian church organizations from Europe

ship of the liberation movements in order to carry out its

and Northern America and ultimately involved twelve

work on the ground.

such agencies. The Sudan Council of Churches assumed

This is an important aspect of the history of the ERD.

the responsibility of providing the institutional anchor

The ERD did not merely have a donor-recipient relation-

for the activities of the ERD. The first Executive Secretary

ship with the humanitarian organizations of the libera-

of the ERD later participated in forming the KdK Group.

tion movements. Instead, it had a relationship of partner-

ERD’s mission was channeling famine relief to the

ship in which both sides sat together and jointly discussed

population living in the areas of northern Ethiopia and

and reached decisions concerning their joint mission of

today’s Eritrea controlled by the Eritrean and Tigrean lib-

alleviating suffering. Some officials of the humanitarian

eration fronts. The area was hit by recurrent droughts

organizations of the liberation movements even became

causing severe famine in the 1970ies and 1980ies. The

members of the ERD Board. This cooperation between

liberation movements, unable to provide food for the

partners on an almost equal footing was quite new in those

population under their control, readily cooperated with

days and was pioneered by the ERD. Through its uncon-

the ERD. In order to reach the affected people the ERD

ventional style of work, the ERD succeeded in building

set up a clandestine cross-border operation from Sudan

the trust of the leaders of the liberation movements.

into regions of Ethiopia and Eritrea controlled by the lib-

In the discussions with the liberation movements the

eration movements. The Sudanese government of the

ERD went beyond issues pertaining to its relief opera-

time tolerated these activities.

tions by challenging the leaderships of the movements to
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start thinking about the future of Ethiopia after the

Among the three movements relations remained

Mengistu regime. This level of engagement was not with-

good until tensions surfaced between the EPLF and

out problems as ERD members and the officials of the

TPLF starting in 1985 which lasted until the late 1980s

liberation movements at times had serious disagree-

when they were reconciled. Disagreements arose between

ments. Nevertheless, this did not affect their solidarity

the TPLF and the OLF due to the latter’s suspicion that

with the local people who were suffering under the com-

the TPLF leaders were aspiring to emerge as the new

bination of war, drought and the resultant famine. It was

masters of Ethiopia by overthrowing and stepping into

this relationship of critical engagement and collaboration

the shoes of the Mengistu regime. This concern height-

which set the indispensable background and precondi-

ened the OLF’s worry to become, once again, oppressed

tion for the subsequent emergence of the KdK Group.

by the new rulers. The distrust resulting from this con-

ERD in the beginning was a purely emergency relief

cern could never be really overcome.

operation. However, as the war situation continued it

Members of the ERD throughout this period of tense

later on expanded its mandate and started also to imple-

relations between the movements maintained good rela-

ment development programmes in cooperation with the

tionships with the leaders of all the liberation movements.

relief organizations of the liberation fronts. The eight

Some of them over time even became friends. This friend-

organizations constituting the ERD consortium jointly

ship between some ERD officials and the leaders of the

decided on how best to use the funds and how to handle

liberation fronts was a very important precondition for the

problems. An important feature of this inter-agency

later activities of the KdK Group and constitute its defin-

cooperation was the fact that there was no competition

ing feature. The spirit of friendship extended even into

among these organizations. The wellbeing of the people

the period after the Derg regime had been overthrown

who were to benefit from the support was always at the

and some of these leaders of the liberation fronts had

forefront of all decisions. This truly “joint” operation had

become the new political leaders of Ethiopia and Eritrea.

the advantages of greater outreach, measurable impact

The Mengistu regime had the largest standing army

and credibility, which enabled ERD to attract a stronger

in Sub-Saharan Africa at the time. In spite of its over-

support from donors.

whelming military potential it was ultimately defeated

The ERD’s cross-border operation was very success-

and overthrown in May 1991. A KdK member attributes

ful in preventing a huge humanitarian disaster in the

the defeat of the Mengistu regime not just to the strength

area of its operation. Despite its success on the ground,

and the increasingly coordinated superior military strat-

however, the activities of the ERD were highly controver-

egies of the liberation movements but also to the fact that

sial in Europe and North America where many govern-

the Derg’s support from the Soviet Union rapidly declined

ments and organizations opposed its operations. Even

when the then Secretary General of the USSR, Mikhail

within the churches the positions were controversial. The

Gorbachev, decided to stop providing unlimited military

World Council of Churches (WCC) and the Lutheran

and political support to regimes in Africa in the late 1980s.

World Federation (LWF) distanced themselves from the

With the end of Derg rule in Ethiopia in 1991 the

activities of the ERD. In the early 1980s, together with

environment under which the ERD was born and func-

Caritas Internationalis they established a “Joint Relief

tioned changed fundamentally. ERD’s partners – the

Programme” (JRP) for the people plagued by drought and

humanitarian organizations of the liberations move-

hunger in areas controlled by the Ethiopian government.

ments – had moved into the country. Its counterparts

In spite of reservations by some governments and organ-

within the movements had gone to the capitals of Ethio-

izations, the ERD managed to develop a large network of

pia and Eritrea as state officials. The cross-border opera-

supporters within the home countries of the consortium

tion was no more necessary.

composing it. Its network of international churches and

After reviewing the new situation, the Board of the

church-related organizations ultimately evolved into the

ERD decided to dissolve it. However, this decision was

“European Working Group on the Horn of Africa”

not unanimous. Some members of the Board wanted to

(EWGHoA). The EWGHoA became a lobby instrument

use the chance of the transition in Eritrea and Ethiopia

which greatly contributed to raising awareness about the

and the unique type of relationships the ERD staff had

issues at stake in the Horn of Africa in political circles,

developed with key actors both within the liberations

mainly in Europe.

movements – now Transitional Governments – and the

7

The Churches and Political Conflict in the Horn of Africa

relief organizations to engage the new governments in a
dialogue on democratization. However, the majority of
the ERD Board members and the supporting organizations did not see these unique relationships as something
to be maintained and built upon and decided to dissolve
the ERD. A consortium founded under and held together
by the pressures of war and responding to humanitarian
needs created by war could not be sustained under totally
different circumstances was the key argument.
The focus of this work is the activities of the KdK
Group. Therefore, not much more needs to be said here
about the ERD. Anyone interested in the full story of the
ERD is referred to “Without Troops & Tanks: The Emergency Relief Desk and the Cross Border Operation Into
Eritrea and Tigray” by Mark R. Duffield and John Prendergast, The Red Sea Press, 1994.
The following parts of this paper will outline developments in Ethiopia and Eritrea after the overthrow of the
Derg regime which are relevant background for the establishment and the activities of the KdK Group. In particular, the troubled relations between the OLF and TPLF will
be presented briefly. How the two cooperated in establishing the Transitional Government of Ethiopia (TGE) and
later went their separate ways will be touched upon. The
unprecedented event in Africa’s history, the breakup of a
state into two separate ones, will be discussed regarding
the process that led to the formalization of Eritrean independence. It will elaborate how the KdK Group emerged
by tapping into the acquaintances, relationships trust
and goodwill built during the ERD operations – between
staff of church-related agencies but also between former
ERD staff and key actors in Ethiopia and Eritrea.
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Background: Developments in Ethiopia
and Eritrea
After the End of the
Liberation War
Already before the Derg regime was overthrown, the three

score that the EPRDF did not eagerly seek the participation of the OLF in the new government. The OLF’s participation was mainly the result of pressure by the EPLF
and the governments of the US and Sudan.

liberation fronts had negotiated about the future of Ethi-

The EPLF leaders and the governments of the US

opia and Eritrea. With the end of the Derg regime the

and Sudan felt that it would be better for the OLF to influ-

EPLF had achieved the objective for which it had always

ence the new government by working within it rather

been struggling: the de facto independence of Eritrea.

than by remaining outside. They hoped that the articles

The TPLF spearheaded the formation of the Ethiopian

concerning federalism in the Transitional Charter would

People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), a

safeguard meaningful space for the Oromo people to gov-

coalition of political organizations under the leadership

ern Oromia. Based upon such an expectation, the Transi-

of the TPLF, which took over power in Ethiopia. At the

tional Government of Ethiopia was established by all the

time it came to power, the EPRDF was supported by

groups that had fought against the Mengistu regime.

European governments and the US administration who

When the OLF leaders joined the Transitional Gov-

considered Meles Zenawi and Isaias Afewerki as mem-

ernment, there had been little preparation or articulation

bers of a “new generation of African leaders”. At this stage

of a master plan for the post-Mengistu era in the OLF. It

the government of the Sudan and EPLF leaders per-

joined the government without sorting out internal differ-

suaded the OLF to join the incoming Transitional Gov-

ences and formulating a clear political platform that

ernment of Ethiopia (TGE).

would be attractive beyond the Oromo people as the

The Sudanese government and the EPLF had tried to
resolve the differences between the EPRDF and the OLF

TPLF had done. The OLF also lacked trained and skilled
staff to run a government.

already prior to the overthrow of the Derg regime. One of

The OLF hence faced the challenge of shifting from

the main issues of disagreement concerned the formation

being a guerrilla movement to a political party in a very

of the Oromo People’s Democratic Organization (OPDO)

short time. This was further exacerbated by the fact that

by the TPLF. The OLF argued that the TPLF had formed

the OLF was divided into a more militant and a more

the OPDO in order to portray itself as the representative

moderate wing. There were those OLF members, per-

of the Oromo people in the new government. The OLF

haps constituting the majority, who strongly advocated

refused to recognize the OPDO as a legitimate represent-

the independence of Oromia. Others held that the ambi-

ative of the Oromo people. While this impasse persisted,

tions of the Oromo people could also be realized within a

a meeting about the future of Ethiopia was convened in

truly federal and democratic system of governance in

London. It was at that meeting that the United States gov-

Ethiopia. Hence, the OLF leaders did not have a unified

ernment persuaded the OLF to join the new Ethiopian

clear position on key issues of post-Derg politics in Ethi-

government. It promised the OLF that the US govern-

opia. This contributed to the incoherence of the OLF’s

ment will support the democratization of Ethiopia.

actions. This predicament was at various occasions clev-

The Sudanese government and members of the ERD

erly exploited by the EPRDF.

also put pressure on the OLF to join the new government.

In contrast, the TPLF leaders had a strong party dis-

Since no agreement was reached in London, the desig-

cipline and elaborate strategies and action plans by the

nated president of Eritrea, Isaias Afewerki, invited the

time they came to power. They had already decided four

leader of the EPRDF, Meles Zenawi, and an OLF repre-

or five years earlier on how to govern the whole country

sentative for further negotiations in Eritrea. At these sub-

and strategically prepared for it. Naturally, there was a

sequent talks the OLF delegate presented a Transitional

big difference between what the TPLF did from what it

Charter that he had drafted. Meles Zenawi accepted the

said – its words were more democratic than its deeds.

proposed Transitional Charter with some minor modifi-

The TPLF relatively easily gained control of the bureau-

cations. It was to serve as the guiding document until

cracy, which carried on serving the new government, at

elections were held.

least for the first years.

After Meles Zenawi had approved the Charter the
OLF leadership decided to join the Transitional Government of Ethiopia. At this point it is necessary to under-
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The Formation of the Transitional
Government of Ethiopia

real reason to enter into a coalition with the OLF was to
fend off Amhara interests by drawing on the demographic
weight of the Oromo people. For some KdK members it

After the fall of the Mengistu regime a national confer-

was soon clear that the leaders of the TPLF were striving

ence was convened in June 1991 to discuss and ratify the

to achieve a long-term dominant position in Ethiopian

Transitional Charter. This established the basis for the

politics and never intended to establish and maintain

EPRDF and OLF to become partners in the Transitional

cooperative politics. As TPLF leaders realized that democ-

Government of Ethiopia (TGE). Although they also had

racy would empower the majority, they abandoned the

slightly different assessments, the ERD officials per-

idea of establishing a democratic system of governance.

ceived the Charter as a great document that reflected

In the beginning, future KdK members trusted that

high aspirations. The future KdK members and Euro-

the TPLF actually wanted to establish an inclusive demo-

pean and US governments had high hopes for a demo-

cratic development and a genuine federal system in post-

cratic development. The Charter made Ethiopia the first

Derg Ethiopia. But with the passage of time it became

African country to recognize ethnic identity. Ethiopia,

obvious that the federalism was fake as it was centrally

being a multi-ethnic state, arrived at a framework which

controlled by the EPRDF. On the other hand, one could

made it possible for all ethnic communities to live

also question whether the OLF intended to share power

together on a voluntary basis. The Charter went further

with other parties. Contradicting statements by OLF offi-

even to recognize the right to self-determination up to

cials and various actions did not help to build trust in the

and including the right to secede.

OLF’s democratic ambitions. A German state official men-

The weakness of the Charter, however, revolved on

tioned that, in his opinion, the OLF also intended to

how to practically implement these ambitious goals. This

monopolize power. OLF leaders, he observed, tried to gain

challenge was further exacerbated by the dominance of

more influence while in government and claimed to be

the military, which was compounded by the security

democrats because they represent the largest ethnic group.

interests of the EPLF. The TPLF, as the major military

As already mentioned, there was no unified OLF position,

movement, wanted to make sure that their share of polit-

because some wanted an independent Oromia while oth-

ical power reflected their decisive role in the struggle to

ers wanted to give the Transitional Government a chance.

bring down the Mengistu regime. In addition, they were
particularly concerned that Amhara parties could pose a
threat to their own ambitions of ruling the country. The

Breakup of the TGE

Charter stipulated that elections should be held within
two years. The Transitional Government of Ethiopia

The Oromo are the largest ethnic group in Ethiopia. The

(TGE) was, thus, expected to govern the country from

TPLF may have tried to suppress OLF influence in Ethi-

1991 until the national election were to be held in 1993.

opian politics because it feared their preponderance.

The OLF began its engagement in the TGE with high

Whatever the reasons, from day one there were crucial

aspirations in the government and its ability to transform

points of disagreement in the TGE. These pertained to

society and the state. But gradually its representatives in

the influence of the TPLF and its increasing control of

the TGE began to feel like hostages. Working in the TGE

the economy through party owned business ventures.

was difficult for them because the TPLF clearly was the

Another contentious issue was the movement of resources

dominant political and military group in the coalition.

to Tigray. Whether true or not, the allocation of state

The OLF increasingly became critical of the EPRDF and

resources was in large parts of the Ethiopian public per-

tensions and aversions heightened between them. Some

ceived as giving preferential treatment to Tigray. Apart

KdK members believe that the TPLF never really

from resource distribution, the TPLF and the OLF disa-

intended to establish a genuinely democratic system

greed on issues about agricultural development and land

when they formed the TGE. Despite representing a

ownership. Ethiopia is a very complex country with huge

minority group in Ethiopia, the TPLF wanted primarily

ethnic, religious, economic and ideological differences.

to replace Amhara rule.

The history of conquests, military subjugation and polit-

On the other hand, the Oromo were by far the largest
ethnic group. According to one KdK member, the TPLF’s

10
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The OLF did not feel that it was respected and

was concluded. Just days before the election, OLF troops

treated fairly by the TPLF as an equal partner in the

left their encampment sites and resumed fighting against

TGE. Rather, they felt accepted in the government only

EPRDF forces. At the same time OLF leaders announced

due to external pressures and were treated as a junior

the OLF’s withdrawal from the local and district elec-

partner. A KdK member pointed out the specific Marx-

tions. Thereby they violated the agreement with the

ist-Leninist vanguard ideology of the former liberation

EPRDF and the Transitional Charter.

movements, which does not accommodate others besides

The OLF’s recruitment of demobilized Derg soldiers

themselves. The EPRDF, which was controlled by the

signaled to the TPLF leaders that the OLF could become

TPLF, left no space for other possibly influential parties

a serious military threat. This they could not tolerate. The

in the TGE such as the OLF. The TPLF did not tolerate

EPRDF and the US criticized the OLF strongly for this

other thoughts and different approaches and least of all a

action. The EPRDF, on the other hand, violently

pluralistic way of managing politics. These tensions cre-

oppressed and even murdered OLF candidates who ran

ated an atmosphere of mistrust between the TPLF/

for office, thereby exacerbating the feeling of insecurity

EPRDF and the OLF. There were also internal disagree-

among the Oromo people. Right after the OLF leaders

ments on both sides and there were wings in both parties,

announced the party’s withdrawal from the elections it

which wanted the breakup and the failure of the coali-

instructed its representatives in the TGE to leave the gov-

tion. During the whole period of the Transitional Govern-

ernment. As a result, the TGE lasted only for one year

ment, the OLF leaders took no time to reflect on their

and then broke apart partly because of tensions between

situation and arrive at a unified position. The OLF

the EPRDF and the OLF, partly due to divergent posi-

planned a meeting of its Central Committee but was una-

tions and strategies within the parties.

ble to do so due to permanent quarrels with the TPLF,

Immediately after the withdrawal of the OLF from

whose troops were spread throughout Oromia. According

the elections and its withdrawal from the government – or

to one member of the KdK Group, there was not a single

expulsion by the EPRDF, depending on one’s point of

day that went by without a violent incident occurring

view – fighting erupted between their troops. The OLF’s

somewhere in Oromia.

decision to completely withdraw from the government

The crucial issue, which led to the complete collapse

was also questioned by the later KdK members. After it

of cooperation between the TPLF/EPRDF and the OLF,

had left the political arena to the dominant party, the

was the disarmament and the reorganization of the

OLF was no longer able to expand its narrow influence on

armed forces. The protagonists had signed an agreement

political developments in Ethiopia. The OLF leadership

according to which the troops of both liberation fronts

committed an additional – and some say fatal – mistake

were to be encamped. While the OLF took the agreement

by ultimately going into exile in Eritrea.

serious and began to encamp its troops, the TPLF showed

The reaction to the collapse of the Transitional

no signs of complying with it. Not only the OLF but also

Government of Ethiopia in the international community

other parties felt that their security was not guaranteed.

was mostly indifference. None of the governments in

They hoped for the support the US and European govern-

Europe or North America really cared about the OLF.

ments had promised to establish democratic governance

They had returned to business as usual. Politicians and

and human rights in Ethiopia. But they were disap-

diplomats argued that they did not see a reverse trend

pointed. When the first local and district elections were

and that “[…] we need to be patient and there are chal-

about to be held in 1992, relations between the TPLF and

lenges to be overcome”.

the OLF had significantly deteriorated. Shortly before the

This obvious attitude of the so-called international

elections, the tensions between the two groups escalated

community reassured the TPLF and strengthened the

in some areas of Oromia. The number of violent inci-

already existing “Calimero-trauma” of the OLF leader-

dents between the EPRDF and OLF troops were on the

ship. KdK members learned from discussions with diplo-

rise. OLF offices were destroyed and OLF candidates were

mats that the US and European governments had never

imprisoned, some were even murdered on the streets.

really believed in any democratic development after the

In addition, the OLF started recruiting soldiers from

fall of Mengistu. From the beginning, they felt that one

the former Mengistu regime. In the run up to the local

dictatorship would be replaced another and they bet on

and district elections, the agreement to encamp all troops

Meles and the TPLF to be the better partner to deal with.
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This feeling about the international community’s indif-

prospective KdK members were closely following devel-

ference towards democratization was further com-

opments and some had already become active.

pounded by developments in neighbouring Somalia.

The new constitution of Ethiopia was ratified on

When Somalia disintegrated and collapsed after the fall

December 12th 1994, and the elections for the national

of the Siad Barré regime in 1991, European and the US

assembly were scheduled for May 1995. Several opposi-

governments worried that the entire region on the Horn

tion parties – including the OLF – boycotted those elec-

of Africa could be destabilized. They became also increas-

tions. Even though election observers and several govern-

ingly concerned about the situation in Sudan. Sudan was

ments criticized the elections as not free and fair, most

then providing shelter to the international top-terrorist

governments readily accepted the TPLF/EPRDF’s prom-

Carlos and rumours started circulating that the Sudanese

ise that they wanted to establish a democratic system but

army was developing or trying to get a hold of chemical

just needed more time and financial support.

and biological weapons. Based on such rumours, the US
administration decided to bomb a factory in Khartoum,
which actually was not producing any sort of weapons.

Eritrean Independence

The resulting outcry in Africa upset the politics of the US
in the Horn of Africa, as they struggled to maintain their

A referendum on Eritrea’s independence was scheduled

influence in the region. In the US and European security

for April 1993. It was to be monitored by the United

strategies all of these developments made Ethiopia a very

Nations. In the two years between the defeat of the

important, if not the most important, country in the Horn

Mengistu regime and formal independence, Eritreans

of Africa for a long time – especially for the United States.

intensively prepared for the referendum. At that time, the

The US even saw a possibility of a stable Ethiopia under

former ERD and future KdK members were optimistic

the autocratic control of the EPRDF in an otherwise very

that the Eritrean government would remain open and

unstable region. As the US needed a foothold and stabil-

would allow other political organizations to function in

ity anchor in the region and as the Ethiopian government

Eritrea. The Eritrean government even supported the for-

could provide that, a democratic Ethiopia which com-

mation of labour unions. The long-term development

plied with human rights was not of first priority in the

plans of the government looked promising and there were

interests of the US foreign policy. The European govern-

intensive debates about the Eritrean constitution. In

ments did not really challenge that position. Therefore,

spite of these encouraging first years, some future KdK

there was no international outcry when the TGE and the

members were sceptical and expected the EPLF to

process of democratization derailed in Ethiopia.

become more autocratic. It had a military history and

On the contrary, the international community bent

mindset and it was running a one-party government.

over backwards to tolerate the TPLF’s violation of the

Still, KdK members thought that overall the conditions in

encampment agreement, the consensus enshrined in the

Eritrea would be strong enough that upcoming troubles

Charter to establish democracy and federalism in Ethiopia.

would not inevitably lead to drastic swings back towards

For example, the international observers of the 1992 Dis-

a totalitarian regime.

trict and Local Election made very critical remarks about its

Eritrea’s independence was openly supported by the

conduct. In spite of the critical assessment the Paris Club

Ethiopian government and the parties in the govern-

– a group of donor countries – approved significant funds

ment, while other groups in Ethiopia, particularly mem-

for the Ethiopian government just days after the elections

bers of the Amhara elite strongly rejected it. Among the

were declared neither free nor fair. According to a KdK

Amhara elite there is a strong self-conception as the “enti-

member, this only confirmed Meles Zenawi and his gov-

tled leaders” of Ethiopia. Many Ethiopians rejected Eri-

ernment to continue on their path towards autocracy.

trean independence and continued to consider Eritrea as

In retrospect, one could conclude that the late Prime
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a part of Ethiopia.

Minister very early installed a very clever autocracy by

While these mood swings affected relations between

holding regular elections, which the EPRDF manipu-

Ethiopia and Eritrea, the atmosphere in Eritrea changed

lated in order to make sure that they always win.

with the more or less collective leadership style steadily

When all these developments were happening in

degenerating into the single source of power – “the Presi-

1993/1994, KdK as a group did not yet exist. However, the

dent’s office”. Internal debate was silenced and input
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from outside was more and more bluntly rejected. As an

were established and elections were held war broke out

organization with a dominant military mind set, the

between Eritrea and Ethiopia in 1998. This put a perma-

EPLF – renamed as People’s Front for Democracy and

nent stop to any progress towards inclusive and demo-

Justice (PFDJ) in 1994 – was unfamiliar with open discus-

cratic governance in Eritrea.

sions about decisions taken. In addition, key members of

Whether and how Eritrea’s independence negatively

the EPLF/PFDL leadership harboured deep-seated

influenced political developments in Ethiopia is an issue

resentments against outsiders, particularly representa-

that needs to be considered. KdK members expressed the

tives of the international community. This may be due to

opinion that Eritrean independence did play a negative

the international community’s “determined ignorance” of

role. During the first years after taking over power, the

the Eritrean case for independence and the way they were

TPLF and EPLF maintained good relations. Both had

treated during the struggle. So increasingly, EPLF leaders

agreed on the independence of Eritrea and had cooper-

began to mistrust everyone and therefore suspected any

ated in achieving that goal. But domestically, the atmos-

other opinion.

phere changed in Ethiopia. Members of the Amhara elite

After the Eritrean population had voted for inde-

strongly objected to the Eritrean independence and there

pendence, one of the future members of the KdK Group

was also opposition among the other ethnic groups.

established the “Regional Centre of Human Rights and

These groups accused Meles Zenawi of “selling out” Ethi-

Development” (RCHRD). The Human Rights Centre was

opia’s interests. Some go to the extent of stating that Ethi-

concerned about the rights and freedom of the people.

opians would never forgive Meles for agreeing to Eritrea’s

The new government, however, defined development

independence. These circumstances might also have con-

basically in economic terms and paid little attention to

tributed towards the worsening of relations between OLF

the views of the people. The aim of the founder of the

and TPLF for the increasing repressions against Oromo

RCHRD was to assist the government by working from

activists and organizations. The aspiration to realize an

the outside as a human rights campaigner. In the begin-

independent Oromia voiced by many Oromo activists

ning, Isaias Afewerki supported the Centre perhaps

and also by members of the OLF leadership certainly did

because he did not expect it to be so active in such a short

not relax TPLF’s anxieties. For economic and societal

time. The Human Rights Centre organized a referen-

reasons this was not an option the TPLF was willing to

dum-monitoring group and coordinated with the United

accept. A KdK member supports that argument by point-

Nations, the European Union and the Organization of

ing out that some domestic groups in Ethiopia did not

African Unity (OAU). In addition, the Centre trained jour-

accept the independence of Eritrea and this had “an

nalists in independent thinking. It also trained 400 Eri-

impact on political stability and harmony in Ethiopia”.

treans from all over the country in election monitoring.

However, all in all the developments in the first years

The Human Rights Centre’s initiatives shocked the Eri-

after the defeat of the Mengistu-regime seemed promis-

trean government, which had no intentions of seeing the

ing, in spite of frictions and obvious tensions. In 1992 and

emergence of democratic structures and an educated and

1993, the former members of the ERD remained optimis-

independent public. Eventually, the government refused

tic, especially regarding Eritrea. The first authoritarian

to register the Human Rights Centre. This is but one

tendencies and tensions were already observable in both

example of a long list of incidents in which the Eritrean

countries, most visibly in Ethiopia in the growing conflict

government brutalized civic society, religious organiza-

between the EPRDF and the OLF and in Eritrea in the

tions and even former ERD agencies.

delays in implementing the new constitution in Eritrea.

During these first years, Eritrea seemed to have good
relations with its neighbours and there were intensive

Future KdK members were alarmed and continued to
cautiously monitor developments.

debates throughout the country about the content of the
future constitution. In spite of the autocratic tendencies,
the Constitutional Assembly ratified the new Constitution of Eritrea in 1997. However, it was never signed by
President Isaias Afewerki. In order to prepare for the
implementation of the Eritrean Constitution, election
and political party laws were drafted. But before parties
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From ERD to KdK

When the war ended with the takeover of power in Addis

Some ERD officials wished to continue working in the

Ababa and in Asmara by the liberation movements, the

Horn of Africa. They had observed problems emerging

ERD faced multiple problems. The humanitarian assis-

first in Ethiopia and later in Eritrea and were convinced

tance channeled through the ERD declined. The cohe-

that they could contribute to resolve them. As individuals

sion and efficiency of the ERD resulted to a large extent

they had accumulated a wealth of knowledge of the move-

from the pressures of the war and a generally shared view

ments, their leaders and the situation in the two countries.

that humanitarian organizations were “fighting against

Some of them had built relationships of trust, even friend-

all odds”. Under the radically changed circumstances

ships with key actors in the new government and consid-

after the end of the war ERD could not simply continue.

ered themselves as a group that would be balanced enough

The former leaders of liberation movements and present

to be acceptable by all movements. However, this did not

leaders of the states now had direct access to leaders and

happen. ERD was dissolved, one official was allowed to

resources of other states. The support of the ERD in the

stay in the region to handover “the knowledge gained

form of humanitarian assistance and dialogue was no

through twelve years of engagement in the cross-border

longer needed.

operation”. This was a futile effort for two reasons. First,

Starting in late 1992, the ERD’s Board took stock of

the ERD’s approach to humanitarian work differed too sig-

the changed circumstances and concluded to dissolve it.

nificantly from other approaches and raised too many difficult questions. Secondly, in many agencies the general
attitude of “returning to business as usual” asserted itself.

Formation and the Methodology
of the KdK Group
In 1995 the first meeting of what was later called the
“KdK Group” was convened on the initiative of its later
chairman. It brought together former ERD staff and staff
of agencies which had supported ERD, their friends from
Eritrea and from Ethiopia. They deliberated on how
developments in Eritrea and Ethiopia during the critical
phase of transition to democracy could be supported and
moved in a positive direction. They explored how they
could tap the capital of trust and solidarity they had
accumulated during the ERD phase. The resources they
had at their disposal were their deep understanding of
the region and the former liberation fronts and good personal relationships with the leaders of the former liberation fronts now turned state leaders. They were convinced
that they could offer good offices and provide channels of
communication, particularly between the OLF and the
Transitional Government of Ethiopia after the breakup.
This first meeting took place at a former Catholic
Mission institute, turned training centre for development
workers in the Netherlands called “Kontakt der Kontinenten”. The main outcome of this initial meeting was
the decision to stay committed to the wellbeing of the
A ceremonial dance in the morning of the Eritrean
referendum (Asmara; 1993).
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peoples of the Horn of Africa and to maintain contact as
a group for mutual support. The group adopted the name
of their first venue as their name: Kdk Group.
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The KdK Group resulted from the assessment of a
few former ERD staff based on their intimate knowledge

group, to the outside the group strictly communicated on
a “need to know basis” only.

of the region that developments in Ethiopia and Eritrea

The KdK Group met up to three times a year for sev-

were not going well and deserved close monitoring. The

eral days to analyze and assess the developments in the

KdK Group emerged as the mechanism for building on

Horn of Africa and to debate options for possible involve-

foundations which were laid by ERD’s humanitarian

ment. Usually, the chairman prepared the agenda, the

assistance and political work. The core members of the

members gave briefings and inputs about issues of con-

KdK Group were former officials of the ERD. In so far, the

cern. The fact that KdK members knew many people in

KdK Group became a logical continuation of the ERD

the region and maintained continuous communication

with different objectives and self-assigned tasks. It picked

with them served this purpose well. As the result, the

up some of the ideas and suggestions that had been on

group had an effective “intelligence” network on the

the table before the ERD was dissolved.

ground. Particularly the initiatives of governments and

One of the members of the KdK Group described it as
a “loose fellowship of comrades in the humanitarian field”

other international actors and how they affected internal
political dynamics were analyzed and discussed.

who got to know each other well during the Ethiopian civil

The KdK Group kept a loose coordination and had

war from 1974 to 1991. Their continued engagement in

good contacts with several European government institu-

Ethiopia after the regime change was bolstered, when sen-

tions. For example, when the KdK chairman visited Oslo,

ior TPLF leader agreed that “ERD staff were sharehold-

Norwegian Church Aid (NCA) would arrange for him to

ers” in the wellbeing of the people of Ethiopia and Eritrea

meet representatives of the Norwegian Ministry of For-

due to their 12 years of commitment. Members of the KdK

eign Affairs to have an informal talk. Similarly, if he hap-

Group occasionally reminded the parties that they are

pened to be in Germany, the German church agencies

shareholders and thus wanted to continue to promote

would organize an informal meeting with relevant people

freedom, participation and wellbeing of the population.

in the German Foreign Ministry. The KdK Group could

In the first years of its operation the focus of the KdK

provide information to the personnel of these Foreign

Group were the increasingly tense relationships between

Ministries from sources which otherwise were not acces-

the EPRDF and the OLF. Therefore, to a subsequent meet-

sible for the ministries so such meetings were appreciated

ing in 1996 members of the OLF leadership were invited.

by both sides. The KdK Group was also able to shuttle

The founding members of the KdK Group were all

messages, discussion points or questions between state

working for church agencies. This and the shared Chris-

leaders and opposition groups in a manner not amenable

tian values constituted part of their identity and helped

for regular diplomacy. In exchange, the KdK Group could

to strengthen their moral arguments. They all were sen-

draw on the cooperation of the various Foreign Ministries

ior and highly experienced humanitarian and develop-

for visas when needed. Personnel of the Foreign Minis-

ment workers. They had earned the trust of many people

tries saw the KdK Group as a potentially useful instru-

in the Horn of Africa and in many European and inter-

ment from which they could distance themselves while

national institutions due to their earlier work in the

encouraging and supporting it at other times.

ERD. The KdK Group was not envisioned as a full-

The members of the KdK Group carried out the

fledged organization but rather as a network of close

group’s activities while working full time for their respec-

friends who knew each other for decades and went

tive agencies. This was quite helpful because everyone

through pretty rough times during the ERD period. It

had other tasks in his agency and therefore could bring in

never had a formal secretariat and its members shoul-

something different from that. At the same time this was

dered the organizational and logistical tasks. It was a

a substantial “quiet contribution” to the group’s efforts as

“low budget exercise” depending for financial resources

some of the activities consumed a lot of time. The KdK

and institutional backing on the agencies of its mem-

served as a forum where everyone shared information

bers. These agencies allowed KdK members to use

and could take back an informed analysis and assess-

resources and spend time on the activities of the group.

ment of events and developments to his institution. Two

The group had no statute and worked together on an

KdK members had exceptionally good knowledge of, and

ad-hoc basis and shared information. While sharing of

relationships with, the ecumenical world. Another one

information and discussion was free and open within the

had a profound knowledge of the region and yet another
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had a good connection to the UN and the international

Service (AG KED) while for the Dutch government it was

legal system. Every member of the KdK Group had spe-

mainly the individual group members whom they knew.

cific knowledge, skills and capacities to contribute.

Similarly, the Norwegian government thought the KdK

The group’s members conducted the group’s activi-

was its Norwegian member with whom they interacted.

ties in addition to and on top of their regular work in their
agencies on voluntary basis. The basis of collaboration
was equality, concern, consensus, frankness and open-

Openness to the Parties

ness. They cooperated with each other as friends without
power or leverage. Their relationship was based on their

Most organizations operate according to clearly articu-

past and present commitment. As long-time friends, KdK

lated policies and on the basis of institutional frame-

members could criticize each other and challenge each

works. The KdK approach had a different dynamic as it

other’s perceptions, convictions or actions. They did not

drew on improvisation and the reconciliation of compet-

need to flatter each other. They could frankly say in con-

ing goals. But the KdK Group had one ground rule: it

fidence: “I don’t think you are doing the right thing at the

always informed all concerned parties about interactions

moment.” Every member showed commitment to and

with any other group. For example, they would brief the

solidarity with the peoples of the Horn of Africa.

Ethiopian government about impending meetings with

The members of the KdK Group, as mentioned,

the OLF. And afterwards they would convey to the gov-

regarded themselves as stakeholders in the wellbeing of

ernment their observations from the meeting. And the

the Ethiopian and Eritrean peoples. They repeatedly

OLF on its part, was informed and well aware of this pro-

reminded the leaders of Ethiopia and Eritrea of this fact.

cedure. This was done in order to allay fears that things

They challenged the leaders to think outside the box by

were being done behind someone’s back.

drawing on their good connections and previous relation-

When talking to OLF members or to Meles Zenawi or

ship of cooperation. They were honest with them and

to Isaias Afewerki in person, KdK members raised any

worked with all parties on the basis of trust, friendship

issue of concern with the interlocutor. At other times, the

and openness. The KdK Group had neither power nor

KdK members made up their mind about the issues to be

leverage to pressure the parties. The source of its strength

discussed and confronted their counterparts with their

was its moral arguments and their advice reflected this

own ideas, worries and criticisms. Their overall message,

moral approach.

however, was: “It is your problem. We are part of it, but it

Even though the KdK Group was not a formally

is your problem. We cannot solve it for you, you have to

established institution and its members were part of the

solve it. We can help you to communicate with each other.

group strictly in their personal capacities, at the same

If you don’t want to talk to each other directly, talk to us

time they also represented the organizations they worked

and we will pass it to the other side……” Most importantly,

for and were seen as such by the parties and some of their

what had to stay behind closed doors would remain there.

counterparts in European governmental institutions.
This allowed the group to access and to use the networks
of their organizations. At the beginning, relevant people
in their home organizations knew what the KdK members
were doing. Over time, however, the group started operat-
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Structural Strengths
and Weaknesses

ing very informally, using quite unconventional and new

The approach of the KdK Group to diplomatic work,

unprecedented approaches in order to influence political

hence, differed significantly from that of other organiza-

leaders. This was done in part also to protect the agencies

tions. As has already been mentioned, the KdK Group

from possible negative reactions in case the activities of

operated without clearly articulated agenda and regular

the group triggered negative reactions. The group’s aim

financial support. It was free and open and operated

was to initiate change by presenting alternatives to the sta-

without institutional constraints. Their church agencies,

tus quo. This peculiar unconventional approach of the

fortunately, did not try to influence or limit the activities

KdK Group was often incomprehensible to outsiders. In

of the KdK Group. The KdK Group cooperated with many

the perspective of the German government, the KdK was

institutions such as the Life and Peace Institute (LPI) in

associated with Association of the Churches’ Development

Uppsala or the Christian-Michelsen-Institute in Bergen,
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Norway. The LPI is a Swedish church-based research insti-

into retirement while others left their organizations for

tute for which a KdK member worked for some time.

other employment. It gradually became increasingly dif-

Another KdK affiliate was head of the Horn of Africa Pro-

ficult to mobilize the institutional support of the key sup-

gramme of LPI and could hence be tapped by the KdK for

porters EED, ICCO, NCA and of other church-related

academic knowledge and deeper analysis. He worked

organizations. KdK members had to invest more time and

with the KdK Group without formally becoming a mem-

effort maintaining the institutional base of the group.

ber. Again, this connection went back to the ERD period.

This difficulty was compounded by the dwindling of

Another KdK member sometimes brought KdK issues to

interest in the Horn of Africa in many agencies. Due to

the “Horn of Africa Group” of the German Evangelical

these developments, the linkages between the KdK Group

Church (EKD). And during the Eritrean-Ethiopian war,

and the various agencies became increasingly problem-

the KdK Group could use the Norwegian facilities to

atic. The institutional backing over time became the most

travel into the war zone. In this way, the KdK Group could

pivotal weakness of the KdK group. What was the source

access the resources and facilities of their own organiza-

of strength ultimately evolved into a structural weakness.

tions as well as of others. Many agencies contributed to
KdK activities without becoming formal members due to
its very informal structure. They operated mostly as supporters and stayed in the background.
This is one recollection of how the KdK functioned.
According to another, the KdK Group suffered from institutional constraints. The most prominent constraint concerned the paucity of regular funding. The KdK Group
was depending on the home organizations of its members, mainly DIA/ICCO, EED and NCA, for operational
costs. The KdK group never had a long-term contract
with any of these church agencies and needed to consult
them regularly for funding on a case-by-case basis.
Another constraint was the change of personnel in
the church agencies and the gradual changes within
these agencies themselves. Some of them merged with
other organizations. This was the case with DIA in the
Netherlands and the EED in Germany. Over time the gap
between the working mode of the KdK Group and the
institutional routine of the domestic agencies became
deeper. Another constraint was posed by the “country
offices” which some of the agencies had established in
both Eritrea and Ethiopia. With these offices established
the KdK Group had to be extra careful not to jeopardize
the primary mandate of these country offices and the
security of their staff. At the same time some country representations were a source of logistical support as well as
a source of information. Nevertheless, minor tensions
were inevitable.
When the KdK Group was launched in 1996, its members either were hired staff in their church-related organizations or had just recently left them. They all had strong
connections with their home organizations. Personnel
changes were another factor that weakened the KdK
Group over time. Some members of the KdK group went
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The KdK Group and its Activities from the Inside

The Initial Period from 1996–1998

perceptions and analysis could be formulated by friends
and from a humanitarian perspective. KdK members

When the KdK Group started to work on the Horn of

maintained that they could intervene in the internal affairs

Africa in 1996, it focused on the developments in Ethio-

of Ethiopia and of the Oromos because they were friends.

pia. KdK members in an unofficial manner brought

They had earned the right to do so by the long years of

together members of the leadership of the Oromo Libera-

support during the liberation struggle. This assumption

tion Front (OLF) and the Ethiopian People’s Revolution-

was not challenged as no one in Ethiopia accused the

ary Democratic Front (EPRDF). The aim was to facilitate

KdK members for interfering in the country’s internal

reconciliation between these former allies in the libera-

affairs. Even persons with whom they had strong disa-

tion struggle. The ultimate aim, in that early stage, was to

greements never doubted their right to get engaged. So the

bring the OLF back into Ethiopia’s political arena.

KdK Group used its creativity, flexibility and contacts to

The KdK Group’s approach was based on the expec-

18

push for direct talks between the government and the OLF.

tation that the key people in both camps could quite eas-

They conducted shuttle diplomacy between the gov-

ily come to an understanding once they engaged in a

ernment and the OLF leadership in order to realize direct

direct dialogue because they all knew each other person-

talks. However, they did not meet the OLF leadership as

ally. The Oromos as the largest ethnic community in the

such or the government as such but important key mem-

perspective of the KdK Group were the most important

bers within these groups. They travelled to Addis Ababa

population group in Ethiopia in the long run. The Oro-

and held talks with key individuals in the government

mos constitute roughly 40 percent of the total Ethiopian

and the TPLF leadership about a possible meeting with

population. Most of the country’s natural resources are

the OLF. Then they informed the key people in the OLF

located in the Oromo inhabited territory. Important grass-

leadership about the discussion with the TPLF and simi-

land areas and fertile farming zones, stretching from east

larly challenged them. By this means, they shuttled mes-

to west and from the north to the south of Ethiopia are

sages, exchanged information and held informal conver-

located in Oromo territory. Consequently, the KdK Group

sations. After each meeting with the government or the

feared that Ethiopia could fall apart and descend into

OLF, the KdK members together analyzed the discussion,

chaos unless the aspirations of the Oromo people were

drew their conclusions and produced “observation

met and the conflict between their representative move-

papers”, which they shared with both sides.

ment, the OLF, and the Ethiopian government is settled.

Thus, KdK members tried to facilitate talks and tried

This apprehension made the Oromo issue the KdK Group’s

to influence both sides to think differently by talking to

top priority. KdK members had open doors at different

them as individuals. They were doing more than just car-

levels of the Ethiopian government, including the late

rying messages. They became active participants in the

Prime Minister Meles Zenawi. They planned to harness

whole process by challenging and trying to influence both

these in order to influence the Ethiopian government.

parties with their own observations.

They wished to create awareness in the Ethiopian leader-

At their first meeting with Meles Zenawi, the KdK

ship that certain issues need to be addressed and resolved

members briefed him about their intention of bringing

through negotiations for the stability and development of

the OLF back into Ethiopian politics and possibly the

the country. Resolving the conflict between the OLF and

government. They wanted to start a process aimed at

the government was one of these critical challenges.

realizing a meeting between the government and OLF.

However, because they were neither diplomats nor

Meles expressed support for the initiative and appointed

state officials, the KdK Group experienced some difficul-

a committee consisting of three senior politicians. The

ties in arranging talks between the EPRDF and OLF. The

fact that the committee was filled with high-ranking per-

only assets the KdK Group could deploy were their inti-

sonalities evidenced that Meles took the issue seriously.

mate knowledge of personalities, policies and interests in

Meles agreed that the break-up of the coalition with the

the region, their long standing trustful relationships to

OLF was a problem for the country. He expressed the

key actors, creative ideas, ideals and well-prepared argu-

desire to engage the OLF in a dialogue provided, however,

ments. They could articulate alternative observations

some preconditions were fulfilled. Although these pre-

and views. Such a candid sharing of critical views is rarely

conditions would make the process difficult it was agreed

possible in regular diplomatic conversations. But critical

to embark on such a process. The committee was set up
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and the KdK Group started the EPRDF-OLF initiative in

tlement of the conflict could be found. The OLF repeat-

late 1996/early 1997.

edly confirmed its priority interest in a peaceful resolu-

Members of the KdK Group had several meetings
with the committee set up by Meles. KdK members at that

tion of the conflict, but in the eyes of the Ethiopian government this was not communicated unambiguously.

stage were optimistic that making progress was possible

In August 1997, the KdK group facilitated a meeting

due to the prevailing spirit of openness among key per-

of representatives of the OLF in Germany in order to

sonalities. The KdK members were acquainted with the

work out a consistent strategy. This appeared necessary

members of the committee with relationships going back

because the KdK Group felt that a major obstacle for

to the time of the struggle. This made cooperation quite

negotiations between the OLF and the Ethiopian govern-

promising. KdK members talked to both sides very openly

ment were internal differences within the OLF itself.

and sometimes frankly. They challenged them about the

Some OLF functionaries were quite aggressively accusing

preconditions and conditions for the talks and pushed

the Ethiopian government of dictatorship; some cells

them towards a potential meeting.

within the OLF were even tending towards terrorism. At

In April 1996, the KdK group met with an OLF dele-

this meeting OLF delegates stated that they had never

gation in London at which the OLF also agreed to resume

really talked to the TPLF – not even when they were in the

the dialogue with the Ethiopian government in the pres-

Transitional Government, and that there was no open

ence of a third party acting as a facilitator. The Swedish

political space in Ethiopia. They demanded the introduc-

Life and Peace Institute (LPI) was tasked with preparing

tion of democratic rules and the termination of human

issue papers, which would facilitate discussions with the

rights abuses before meaningful talks could take place.

government. When the KdK Group subsequently met

The KdK Group in return demanded that the OLF formu-

with the Ethiopian government delegation in October

late precise objectives which they, as facilitators, could

1996, they discussed the reasons for the break-up of the

communicate to the Ethiopian government. Ultimately,

TGE and the relationship between the government and

OLF delegates made some concessions and indicated

the OLF. The government delegation held the OLF

that they would like to participate in the forthcoming

responsible for starting the conflict by boycotting the

elections, for which they would require political support.

Local and District Elections and by also withdrawing

One of the main obstacles for starting face-to-face

their troops from the camps. They attributed these

negotiations between the OLF and the government was

actions to the OLF’s fear of losing those elections. Never-

the issue of preconditions. The government demanded

theless, they also stated that they wanted the OLF to

that the OLF should officially declare an end to armed

return to the political process by stopping the armed con-

resistance before it was willing to engage in negotiations.

flict. And they expressed the desire to conduct democratic

The OLF, however, maintained that the renunciation of

reforms as soon as the country was stable and peaceful.

armed struggle could only be an outcome of discussion.

The KdK Group produced an observation paper after

The two sides also approached the talks from different

this discussion and presented it to the OLF delegation

perspectives. The government preferred a negotia-

after the government had confirmed that the paper ade-

tion-style of discussion with a prepared agenda and time-

quately confirmed its perception. In their own observa-

lines, while the OLF appeared to prefer a dialogue-style of

tions, KdK members pointed out that the OLF and the gov-

discussion with no preconditions at all. The KdK tried to

ernment viewed the same matter of concern from differ-

organize a setting in which the arguments of the OLF

ent perspectives and positions. This posed the most diffi-

would have the same weight as those of the government

cult obstacle to reconciling the positions of the two sides.

and in which both parties could meet in an atmosphere of

However, the most important difference was the position

confidence and trust. The OLF, as the weaker party,

of the two parties regarding armed struggle. For the OLF

accepted this approach while the TPLF insisted on a

armed struggle was a legitimate and a necessary ultimate

negotiation in which they could support their argument

means for being able to achieve its aims. The govern-

with the authority of an acting government, if necessary.

ment, however, considered armed struggle as coun-

There were ups and downs during this process and

ter-productive and aimed against the Transitional Char-

occasionally the KdK members left the discussions disil-

ter. From its point of view the option of armed struggle

lusioned. But they were determined to keep the discus-

had to be ruled out from the beginning so a peaceful set-

sions going and felt that they had to some extent chal-
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lenged the positions of the TPLF/EPRDF and the OLF.

June to be followed by a meeting of several Oromo dias-

They strongly challenged the two parties particularly on

pora leaders in Sweden in July 1998. Regarding their

preconditions for direct talks. They were able to convince

interaction with the EPRDF, the KdK Group planned to

the government to drop its precondition that the OLF

work with the “InterAfrica Group”, an NGO based in

should officially disband its army and to declare that the

Addis Ababa, which advocates peace and development

use of force was not anymore its primary option for

and whose founder also had good personal contacts to

achieving its goals. On the other hand, KdK members per-

both TPLF and OLF leaders. Its mandate includes con-

suaded the OLF to drop its demand that the government

flict resolution in the Horn of Africa through research,

abandons any preconditions for the start of talks and,

dialogue and networking as well as penal reform. In addi-

instead, engages in talks focused on reforming the existing

tion, some members of the KdK Group planned to con-

political system in Ethiopia. Getting the groups to these

duct an investigation about human rights violations in

positions proved very valuable for the talks that were later

Ethiopia during 1998.

held in Bonn (see below). It had become increasingly

At this stage, the KdK Group had come very close to

clear to the KdK members that as long as the OLF insisted

convening a face-to-face meeting between the OLF and

on staying armed the Ethiopian government would not

the government. The governments of Norway and other

be willing to even consider the reintegration of the OLF

European countries had agreed to serve as guarantors

into the political life of the country. The government just

allowing travel for OLF representatives. Unfortunately,

could not work with an armed political party.

this meeting never happened. Only a month after the par-

The process ground to a halt in March 1998 when one

ties had agreed to meet the war of 1998 to 2000 broke out

member of the KdK informed its chairman that they had

between Ethiopia and Eritrea. This outbreak of war put

been taken for a ride by the government. From information

an abrupt end to the negotiation process with the OLF.

he had received he concluded that at no time the TPLF

Parallel to the promotion of the TPLF-EPRDF /OLF

had been seriously interested in any negotiated settle-

talks, the KdK Group was also involved in supporting

ment with the OLF. At this stage, KdK delegates met with

some initiatives inside Ethiopia. A “group of elders” was

Meles, confronted him with their personal disappoint-

trying to maintain contact between the exiled OLF lead-

ment and informed him of their decision to end their

ership and its constituencies inside the country to com-

facilitation unless he personally reassured them that he

municate the views from the Oromo constituency into the

wanted the process to continue. Meles assured the KdK

political debates of the party in exile. KdK members sup-

Group that he personally was interested in a settlement

ported this initiative by building contacts and keeping the

with the OLF and that he wished the process to continue.

elders informed about their own activities. They also

After getting this reassurance, the chairman of the

tried to create good relations between the government

KdK group drew up an elaborate timetable for the dia-

administration and the Oromo population as there was a

logue between the OLF and the Ethiopian government

widespread suspicion in governmental bodies that all

until 2000. In his paper of April 1998, he proposed a plan

Oromos were members of a “secret army” of the OLF.

divided into six phases for talks between the two parties.

There were many conflicts between the local administra-

After identifying areas of common interests and goals in

tion and Oromo groups at local and regional levels. The

a dialogue between the delegations, both sides should

KdK Group assisted the elders to resolve some of these

develop position papers and forward them to the KdK

conflicts. In another initiative KdK supported a group of

Group. The KdK Group would in turn prepare an observa-

religious leaders who wanted to broker peaceful relations

tion paper and share it with the OLF and the govern-

between the Oromo population and the other ethnic

ment. Finally, on the basis of the observation paper, dele-

groups in Ethiopia.

gations of both parties would agree on a process leading

An important ongoing part of the KdK Group’s work

to direct negotiations between them. In the same month,

was challenging the OLF leadership to formulate a coher-

the KdK Group drafted a detailed concept paper for the

ent vision and political agenda for Ethiopia and define its

next steps. They scheduled a meeting with OLF leaders

relations to other parties and opposition groups. The KdK

in Oslo in late May to be followed by an internal Oromo

Group and its network of supporting institutions brought

conference. Another meeting of a wider Ethiopian con-

representatives of most groups to a hotel in Norway to

stituency was scheduled to take place in Addis Ababa in

discuss and agree on peaceful means to challenge the
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Ethiopian government politically instead of continuing
to seek a military settlement. The KdK Group hoped that
bringing the groups together in a pleasant environment
would positively influence the atmosphere between these
predominantly adverse persons. At this occasion, the
KdK Group brought together most, if not all, the Ethiopian opposition forces in Norway. However, this was not
a secret activity. On the contrary, the KdK Group informed
Meles Zenawi in advance about their intention and the
planed conference. They argued that it was in the interest
of everyone in Ethiopia that the parties “stop fighting and
begin thinking about a more intelligent way of disagreeing” as the chairman put it. Although Meles most probably
was not happy about this idea he did not interfere. Some
of the persons present took up that challenge and later
participated in the elections. Some even won seats in the
parliament, which was an encouraging example for all.
Another initiative went on parallel to that of the KdK
Group between February and October 1997 aiming at
bringing together the OLF and the Ethiopian government. The process of the so-called “Bonn talks” was not
owned by the KdK Group. The KdK Group knew about it
and supported it with expertise and sometimes KdK
members were also physically present. The Bonn talks
will be discussed in more detail below.
During this entire period, the KdK Group had not initiated any activities regarding Eritrea. Although there
were signs of authoritarianism, no member of the group
considered them serious enough to trigger reaction from
the KdK Group. As the result, the people advocating for
democratic structures in Eritrea were “… fighting lonely
battles [and] were more individuals than organized
groups”, as one KdK member later commented.

21

The Churches and Political Conflict in the Horn of Africa

Engagements in Germany

Two Phases
In Germany, churches and church-related agencies

The Mülheim Process
(1986 to 1990)

became involved in peace activities early in the 1980ies.

In the early 1980ies the political debate in Germany about

Later, after the engagement of the KdK-Group had

the situation in Ethiopia – the rule of a military dictator-

started, many of the activities in Germany were sup-

ship, the ongoing liberation struggle of the Eritrean move-

ported by the KdK. Like in Norway, long time mission

ment and the increased activities of the TPLF and the OLF

and development relations inspired individuals and insti-

– had run into an impasse. Within the German churches

tutions in church circles to step into the arena and use the

and their agencies, a controversy was going on whether or

knowledge, relations and experience obtained through

not it was appropriate to stay engaged in Ethiopia – and if

long years of engagement in Ethiopia to at least try to

yes, how. At the political level, it proved to be impossible

facilitate reconciliation processes in Ethiopia.

to change the “business as usual” practice of German

The activities in Germany can be divided into two

political actors. This was mainly due to internal disagree-

phases. The later phase, the so-called “Bonn talks,” built

ment between the German churches and their agencies.

on the relationships from the earlier phase, the so-called

But the fact that the claims and agendas of the liberation

“Mülheim Process” which took place whilst the war

movements were contradictory and mutually exclusive

against the military regime of Mengistu Haile Mariam

did not make things easier for the churches. “There was

was still raging. In those days Diakonie Katastrophen-

no one who provided a realistic alternative to the existing

hilfe (Diakonie Emergency Aid) was a solid and impor-

regime” as one high-ranking government official put it.

tant partner in the Emergency Relief Desk (ERD) and its

In response to the difficulties in mobilizing interna-

cross-border program from Sudan. The Evangelische

tional support for a mediation process to end the civil war

Zentralstelle für Entwicklungshilfe (EZE – Protestant

in Ethiopia, two leading personalities of the churches in

Central Agency for Development) and Brot für die Welt

Ethiopia discussed with the director of the Arbeits-

(Bread for the World) were active in Ethiopia supporting

gemeinschaft Kirchlicher Entwicklungsdienst (AG KED,

partners in government controlled parts of the country.

Association of the Churches’ Development Services),

Both used own funds as well as funds provided by the

Manfred Drewes, possibilities to establish a platform with

German protestant churches through Kirchlicher

the objective of providing space for the various Ethiopian

Entwicklungsdienst (KED – The Churches’ Development

Diaspora groups in Germany (and possibly other Euro-

Service). Several German mission societies were also sup-

pean countries as well) to engage in a discussion about

porting the work of the churches in Ethiopia, particularly

the political perspectives and options for the Ethiopian

in Southern Ethiopia and the Oromo inhabited areas.

people. The politically active Diaspora groups all had

As in many European and North American coun-

their respective relations to the liberation movements

tries, agencies, churches and influential individuals had

and other political actors in the Horn of Africa, including

very different perceptions and took very different posi-

the government. It was hoped, therefore, that by engag-

tions concerning the events in Ethiopia. The conflicts in

ing the Diaspora groups one would indirectly also engage

the Horn were mirrored in many ways in Europe and

the political parties and movements as well.

North America as well. So much so, that the only known

In a parallel process, the chairman of the Council of

assassination attempt by the Mengistu regime in Europe

the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD), Bishop Mar-

targeted the Secretary for the Horn of Africa of the Ber-

tin Kruse, challenged the churches and church-related

liner Missionswerk, Dr. Gunnar Hasselblatt. Fortunately,

agencies in Germany to address their controversies about

it failed. However, West German intelligence allowed the

the way how to stay engaged with partners in Ethiopia in

two would be assassins to escape to East Berlin thereby

a systematic way. The director of the Churches Develop-

averting a political confrontation with the Addis regime.

ment Service (KED), Rev. Warner Conring, picked up the

The incident showed that the Oromo issue was high on

challenge. As a result, the Consultative Board on the

the agenda of the Mengistu regime.

Horn of Africa of the Evangelical Church in Germany
was established. Its mandate, established by the Council
of the EKD, was to organize a systematic debate among
the German churches and church-related agencies which
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had relationships to partners in the region, about the

ficult to convince German solidarity groups to engage in

political issues pertaining to the developments in the

a serious debate about a common future after the end of

Horn of Africa and possibly to come to a shared assess-

the civil war than convincing members of the Diaspora.

ment and to formulate common positions and develop
joint activities.

Up to the end in 1990, the Ethiopian government
intervened with the German government in order to have

In 1986, Manfred Drewes presented the idea of a

the conferences stopped. Even though the German For-

“diaspora platform” to the newly established Consultative

eign Office, members of the German parliament (Bundes

Board. After extensive discussions it was decided that the

tag) and the Ethiopian Ambassador were always formally

Churches Development Service (KED) and the Associa-

invited, it took the German government a number of years

tion of the Churches Development Services (AG KED)

to accept the invitation. Members of the German Bundes

would take the lead in organizing a pilot project. They part-

tag, however, e.g. MdB Werner Schuster (SPD) and MdB

nered with the Evangelische Akademie Mülheim/Ruhr

Joachim Tappe (SPD), very early used the opportunity of

(Evangelical Academy of Mülheim/Ruhr) to benefit from

these conferences to challenge the Ethiopian participants

the experience of the Akademie in organizing open spaces

about the necessity to come up with a shared and con-

for free political debates. Dr. Wolf-Dieter Just of the Evan-

vincing post-war political agenda. Without such a con-

gelische Akademie Mülheim agreed to join the process.

vincing programmatic alternative which was shared by a

A series of conferences were organized as early as

wider group of opposition parties, they argued, it would

June 1986. The first conference was designed as a closed

be impossible to convince governments in Europe to

workshop. Using the personal contacts of KED and AG

change their policies towards the existing regime.

KED staff, leading representatives of the various diaspora

As the process moved on, members of the German

groups – including some which were known to support

parliament, which had an interest in the developments in

the Ethiopian government – were invited to discuss the

Africa, and officials of the German government minis-

idea of an open “diaspora platform”. A difficult and con-

tries, particularly the Foreign Office and the Ministry of

troversial debate at that conference finally resulted in the

Development Cooperation (BMZ), increasingly partici-

majority of the representatives of diaspora groups agree-

pated in the conferences. At the same time, the political

ing to form a “steering group” that would play a consulta-

movements, particularly the EPLF, TPLF and OLF, as

tive role in planning and organizing the next event. The

well as other opposition parties began to send official rep-

groups close to the Ethiopian government opted not to

resentatives, initially at lower levels. For the German par-

join. It was clear, however, that the process would be

ticipants from the political arena the conferences pro-

under the leadership of the Akademie and the churches’

vided informal opportunities to talk to the opposition

development organizations. Following the “principles” of

delegation leaders, to listen to their grievances and com-

the Akademie it was also agreed that future conferences

plaints about the Mengistu regime.

would be open to anyone and that they were intended to

Each conference – besides being a space for informal

provide open space for free political debate. A set of “rules

meetings and exchanges – also had an official agenda.

of engagement” were discussed and agreed upon.

They addressed various issues relevant for the long-term

From 1987 to 1990 a series of conferences were organ-

development in the region. External experts on issues like

ized in the premises of the Evangelische Akademie Mül-

agricultural development, international legal systems,

heim/Ruhr. They facilitated discussions and exchange of

regional relations, management of regional issues like water

information between the opposition groups about the

management or drought prevention etc. were invited to pro-

institutional and normative requirements for a peaceful

vide inputs and discuss with the parties’ representatives.

cooperation in the region after the end of the struggle.

The organizing staff of the Akademie Mülheim, KED

Even though the different opposition groups shared

and AG KED strictly maintained their role of facilitators.

the same immediate goal – an end to the military regime

They did not intervene in the content matter of discus-

in Ethiopia –, they did not really want to cooperate in the

sions. Part of the facilitating role was the ongoing – and

beginning. There was a lot of mistrust and suspicion not

difficult – negotiations with the German Foreign Office

only between the various diaspora groups but also between

and the Ethiopian Embassador.

the various German solidarity groups supporting differ-

During the “Mülheim Process”, the representatives of

ent political parties. Sometimes it proved to be more dif-

the Ethiopian opposition parties began to build trust in
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The Monument for the Martyrs in Asmara. In honour of all those who gave their life during the independence struggle.

the whole process and also in each other. On several occa-

struggle. The German Foreign Office representative

sions, the Ethiopian participants agreed upon important

stated that the EPLF’s argument that it was not fighting

issues and formulated a common position, e.g. on human-

a war of secession but rather a war of de-colonization

itarian issues, such as access to victims etc. In these events,

could be justified on the basis of international law. The

the churches’ development organizations and church rep-

end of the Soviet Empire was approaching rapidly at that

resentatives picked up the issue and lobbied the German

time. Mengistu’s Ethiopia was part of this empire, but like

government or the German parliament. However, there

in Afghanistan the Russian leadership was rapidly pull-

were also requests they declined to respond to. Some oppo-

ing out. Like many Western governments it took the Ger-

sition groups demanded military assistance from Ger-

man government some time to rethink its position.

many and European countries. While many Ethiopian

Senior staff involved in organizing the Mülheim Pro-

participants at that time regarded armed resistance as the

cess is convinced that the process contributed to confi-

only remaining option, the German participants insisted

dence-building amongst the opposition movements and

on peaceful strategies for change and coexistence.

parties and this had a positive effect on the official nego-

In 1989, after three years of discussions at lower levels

tiations in London which led to the dismantling of the

of representation, a first high-level conference took place.

Mengistu regime in May 1991 in a fairly smooth manner.

All parties except the Ethiopian government sent highlevel representatives – like General Secretaries and
Vice-General Secretaries. Also for the first time, the Ger-

The Period 1991 to 1994

man Foreign Office sent a high-level representative. At
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this conference, the German government for the first

After the regimechange in Ethiopia in May 1991, the

time indicated publicly a shift in its policy it had main-

Akademie Mülheim, KED and AG KED planned to end

tained since the beginning of the Eritrean liberation

the series of conferences in Mülheim. However, some of
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the Ethiopian participants who had returned to Ethiopia

ernment of Ethiopia after long and tedious discussions

after the fall of the military regime – and quite a few had

about the intentions and objectives of the conference

taken up government positions – suggested to continue

agreed to participate in the meeting and actively support

the process – but in Ethiopia. Also some of the opposition

it. However, following the principles of the Akademie that

groups not represented in the Transitional Government

the conferences should be free and open spaces, the AG

argued for a process similar to the Mülheim one to be

KED and its partners in this process at that time did not

conducted inside Ethiopia. The idea of an “organized

allow the representative of the Transitional Government

open space for free political debate” – the underlying mis-

in the planning group to have the final say in determining

sion of the “Evangelische Akademie” when they were

the agenda and the list of participants. The Transitional

established in post-war Germany – seemed to be attrac-

Government eventually withdrew from the process. The

tive to many Ethiopians who had returned. Many saw the

conference had to be drastically downscaled. It was char-

necessity of engaging a wider spectrum of groups and

acterized by a mood of distrust among the political partic-

organizations in Ethiopia in formulating a post-war

ipants and apprehension on the part of civil society par-

agenda for the country. Thus, in 1991, KED and AG KED

ticipants. In 1993 and 1994, two more conferences were

in collaboration with Dr. Wolf-Dieter Just together with

organized. By then, it had become evident that the pro-

Ethiopian partners started a process inside Ethiopia.

cess was still externally driven, politely accepted and

From 1991 to 1994 the organizers of the Mülheim Process

half-heartedly supported by Ethiopian partners. AG

set up a series of conferences and workshops. Each of

KED, therefore, decided to terminate the process.

these workshops was arranged in collaboration with an
Ethiopian organization. In 1991, the Ethiopian Red Cross
Society was the local partner, in 1992 it was the “Ad Hoc

The “Bonn Talks”

Peace Committee”. However, an important precondition
for actually making it a locally rooted process could not

Preparations for the “Bonn Talks”

be met. It was not possible to find an institutional base for

After the Transitional Government of Ethiopia (TGE)

a longer-term process within an Ethiopian organization.

had disintegrated and the OLF had decided to go into

Ethiopian organizations were willing to partner for a sin-

exile, some of the leading OLF politicians moved to Ger-

gle event, but none was willing to engage with a longer-

many. In 1994, they approached the AG KED, remember-

term perspective and take full ownership of the process.

ing the Mülheim Process and the active role of the Ger-

The German church staff, however, maintained that the

man Evangelical Church. Fearing that the political con-

process had to become fully locally owned to make a

flict between the TPLF and the OLF could again result in

meaningful contribution.

violent confrontation, they proposed another dialogue

Organizing these conferences proved exceedingly dif-

with the Ethiopian government. They preferred a process

ficult and demanding. Dr. Wolf-Dieter Just and staff of

hosted in Germany, because in contrast to the US and the

the AG KED spent weeks, sometimes months, in Ethio-

British governments, the German government was not

pia for the preparation and execution of individual pro-

perceived as pursuing strong interests of its own in Ethi-

gramme parts. Each one required long and sometimes

opia. In addition, the German Ambassador Dr. Winkel-

tedious negotiations with the Ethiopian authorities, the

mann had played a very positive and encouraging role in

political parties, the continuously growing spectrum of

Ethiopia in the first years of the new government after the

civil society actors and, last but not least, an Ethiopian

fall of the Mengistu regime. He had maintained an active

partner organization. In this process AG KED staff got in

and open-minded dialogue with the various political par-

official contact with the OLF leadership for the first time.

ties as well as with Ethiopian civil society organizations

Mistrust and suspicion amongst key political actors

and the churches.

in Ethiopia grew very quickly and visibly. In 1992, the dif-

In April 1994 an OLF delegation met members of the

ferent organizations involved in the planning of the con-

Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) and AG KED

ference developed a plan to arrange for a large meeting of

staff in Hanover. During the discussions, the OLF dele-

all opposition groups, Christian and Muslim leaders, tra-

gates indicated that they were willing to engage with the

ditional elders and local administration from all parts of

Ethiopian government and to officially declare their

the country for September 1992. The Transitional Gov-

intention to engage in a peaceful conflict resolution
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through negotiations and a political agreement. Based on

act as a moderator. However, the Foreign Office refused

that declaration of intent, the design, formal require-

any official involvement of the German government. It

ments and agenda items of such a dialogue were dis-

welcomed the initiative as a church initiative but offi-

cussed. In a parallel development, the German Ambassa-

cially they would not participate in the meetings and Dr.

dor to Ethiopia, Dr. Horst Winkelmann, discussed with

Winkelmann would have to act as a private person with-

Ethiopia’s Prime Minister Meles Zenawi the same con-

out the institutional backing of the German government.

cerns. Meles confirmed that the Ethiopian government

In case media got to know about this initiative it would

was interested in negotiating with the OLF. However, as

have to be an exclusively church-owned process. Asked

a precondition for talks he expected from the OLF to offi-

about an interpretation of the German government’s

cially renounce the use of violence.

position, one KdK member stated that from his observa-

Following his discussion with Prime Minister Meles

tion the top leadership of the German Foreign Office at

Zenawi, Dr. Winkelmann approached AG KED staff to

that time had no policy regarding Ethiopia. From his

explore the possibilities of organizing an informal meet-

observation it was mainly concerned to avoid any activity

ing between him and the OLF leadership. On July 13 and

that might be perceived as acting against the perceived

on July 29, 1994, the German Ambassador met OLF dele-

or real interests of the US administration. He remem-

gates in a church venue in Bonn. They discussed the pos-

bered that in mid-1994 in a meeting with Ethiopian civil

sibilities of negotiations between them and the Ethiopian

society organization, the US ambassador was asked

government. Dr. Winkelmann also explained to what

about the priorities of US policy in Ethiopia. The US

extent the German government could contribute to a

ambassador replied that the US administration had three

negotiation process.

priorities: “No 1: stability, No 2: stability and No 3: stabil-

From his discussions with both sides, Dr. Winkel-

ity” and concluded by stating that from the US adminis-

mann and senior officers in the German Foreign Office

tration’s point of view “the current government is the

concluded that a settlement between the OLF and the

only one that is able to provide stability”.

EPRDF-led Ethiopian government could only be

According to Dr. Winkelmann himself, it was a grave

achieved in a long-term process. The OLF delegation

mistake and inbuilt weakness of the process that he

requested Dr. Winkelmann to act as a moderator of the

could not act in the name of the German government.

talks with the Ethiopian government. In another per-

This decision, he observed, limited the authority he

sonal meeting, Dr. Winkelmann persuaded Prime Minis-

could bring to bear in the mediation process. Although

ter Meles Zenawi to officially offer talks with the OLF.

he had a good standing in Ethiopia as a private person,

As a follow up to these talks, AG KED staff had sev-

he could have had much more leverage with the official

eral informal meetings with the OLF and representatives

support of the German government. During the talks,

of the Ethiopian government. One consultation with the

however, it was not communicated to the parties that he

OLF leadership was particularly important. In January

did not officially represent the German government.

1995, AG KED staff wanted to convince the OLF to stay

This allowed him to maintain some political clout in

engaged in Ethiopian politics and to run in the upcom-

spite of the German government’s reluctance. After the

ing elections. At this meeting, the OLF delegation

German Foreign Office had confirmed its support, the

declared its willingness to negotiate with the Ethiopian

AG KED used its personal contacts to inform and secure

government without any preconditions. AG KED staff

the support of the Evangelical Church in Germany

took this information to the German Foreign Office.

(EKD). This had to be handled very confidentially. Any

With the FO’s Representative for Africa, Harald Ganns,

breach of secrecy would have aborted the entire process.

they discussed the options for an initiative in Germany

With the backing of the German government and the

and the involvement of Dr. Winkelmann. With senior

German protestant churches, AG KED then approached

officers of the Foreign Office there was agreement about

the OLF and the Ethiopian government to convince

the urgency of the matter and the concern about poten-

them to engage in this process. In a first phase, a series of

tial armed conflict. After internal discussions, the Ger-

shuttle-consultations took place to establish the frame-

man Foreign Office eventually agreed to provide visa for

work, the “rules of the game” and to draw up a list of

high-level OLF representatives to come to Germany for

agenda items. Several “talks about the talks” were organ-

political negotiations and to allow Dr. Winkelmann to

ized involving low-level representatives of the Ethiopian
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government and the OLF. In December 1996, Dr. Win-

sent, on both sides, who seemed to have an interest in the

kelmann and AG KED staff met once more with leading

failure of the meetings.

OLF representatives for final p
 reparatory discussions.

On the first evening of the meeting, a member of the

The OLF delegation declared its readiness to start the

Ethiopian government delegation told Dr. Winkelmann

negotiations with the Ethiopian government.

that he was dissatisfied with the imprecise argumentation
of the OLF. Dr. Winkelmann reacted by asking the OLF
delegation to prepare an agenda of topics they wanted to

The First Round

have discussed the next day. The OLF prepared the list of

On February 24 and 25, 1997, the first round of negotia-

agenda items, but at 10:00 am the direct negotiations

tions took place in Bonn, Germany. The Deutsche Afrika

seemed to have stalled. Dr. Winkelmann talked to the

Stiftung1 agreed to host the meeting. Three delegates

leaders of both delegations and to both delegations sepa-

each from the Ethiopian government and the OLF were

rately. After long discussions with Dr. Winkelmann, the

present at the meeting. As moderator, Dr. Winkelmann –

OLF conceded to acknowledge the Ethiopian Constitution

at that time he was not any more the German ambassa-

and to end the armed struggle. Due to this declaration,

dor to Ethiopia – opened the meeting. AG KED staff

the talks continued. Later the parties agreed that the next

remained on the side to support the moderator and to

meeting should be held from July 9 to 12, 1997 in Bonn.

take care of organizational matters. The first round of the

From this first session, Dr. Winkelmann had the

Bonn talks focused mainly on the conditions that would

impression that especially the OLF delegation was

make it possible for the OLF to return to Ethiopia. The

divided amongst itself. One group seemed to be willing to

key issue was the option of armed resistance. Since this

return to Addis Ababa and was seriously engaged in the

issue was seen as the thorniest, the moderator excluded

discussions. But there were also some in the delegation

this question from the first round and worked towards

who seemed to prefer another outcome. Nonetheless, Dr.

practical agreements first. During this round, Dr. Winkel-

Winkelmann at that moment was convinced that the

mann observed that the AG KED staff mainly engaged

negotiations would succeed in a few months.

with the OLF delegation and consulted with them,

Right after the first meeting, the OLF delegation sent

because it relied on some technical and practical advice

a letter to Dr. Winkelmann thanking him for his efforts.

in the negotiations with the Ethiopian government. In

But they also insisted that progress achieved in the nego-

spite of that, however, he confirmed that the AG KED

tiation was due to themselves. The OLF had made several

staff did not participate in the discussions. They provided

concessions – on the issue of the Constitution and the

networks and supported the process in the background.

option of armed struggle. Hence, they expected the Ethio-

Dr. Winkelmann himself focused his attention on the

pian government delegation to make some concessions in

Ethiopian government delegation, because they trusted

return. About one and a half months after the first round

him. This allowed him to talk to them openly and to

of negotiations, the AG KED clarified the role of the Ger-

express his opinion frankly.

man Foreign Office in the further negotiations to be that

The first meeting was very encouraging. Kinfe

of an official authority. It was arranged that Dr. Winkel-

Gebremedhin, the chief representative of the Ethiopian

mann would continue his role as a mediator. At the same

government, and also Dima Nogo, chief representative of

time, it was agreed to request the Deutsche Afrika Stiftung

the OLF, expressed high hopes that the OLF would return

again to host the next round of negotiations as well.

to the government soon. Both were, in the view of moder-

In April 1997, the OLF leadership wanted to organize

ator Dr. Winkelmann, very honest and sincerely inter-

a conference to discuss the political perspectives with a

ested in an agreement. But as the process progressed it

larger group of OLF members. It felt such a discussion

became more and more clear that there were actors pre

was necessary to build support for their strategy within

1 — The „Deutsche Afrika Stiftung“ (German Africa Foundation) is a non-profit foundation established in 1978. Its objective is to intensify
the relationships between Germany and African states by strengthening freedom, the respect of human rights, democracy and sustainable development. It was established as an initiative of German Members of Parliament (Bundestag) and academics. The current chairperson is MdB Hartwig Fischer. Though many of its members are from the federal parliament and staff of Ministries of the German
government, it is a non-partisan foundation.
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the wider OLF constituency. They felt they needed to

resentatives met in Germany to discuss the OLF’s strat-

have a strong mandate for the next round of negotiations

egy for the negotiations with the Ethiopian government.

with the EPRDF delegation. KED and AG KED were

Members of the OLF leadership, representatives of the

asked for financial support. Even though it would be dif-

Oromo Relief Association (ORA), and members of impor-

ficult to organize, both signaled their support. However,

tant diaspora groups and of Oromo civil groups were pres-

this conference or consultation never took place. The

ent at the meeting. The participants had a very controver-

internal contradictions in the OLF were too deep.

sial debate about the peace process with the EPRDF. It

Already before the second round of negotiations, the

was apparent that many representatives were very frus-

general atmosphere became tense due to “irritating com-

trated with the Ethiopian government’s behavior and had

munication” from the German embassy in Ethiopia.

their doubts concerning the Bonn talks. However, in the

Despite this, Dr. Winkelmann met with the OLF delega-

end the conference gave the OLF delegation a strong

tion twice before the second meeting of the “Bonn talks”.

mandate for the negotiations. According to the observers

In these meetings they analyzed the obstacles and poten-

from the political foundation and the AG KED, this was

tials and discussed the OLF’s negotiation strategy.

an important success for the members of the OLF delegation. Most of all, it was a signal to the wider public that
the Oromo were interested in a peaceful settlement of the

The Second Round

conflict with the Ethiopian government.

The second round of negotiations was held between July
9 and 12, 1997 in Bonn. Again, the AfrikaStiftung was the
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host of the negotiations with Dr. Winkelmann acting as

The Third Round

a mediator. Surprisingly, Kinfe Gebremedhin did not

The third round of direct negotiations between the OLF

arrive with his delegation as expected. Instead, an

and the EPRDF from October 6 to 7, 1997 was again

EPRDF delegation consisting of only two persons

hosted by the Deutsche Afrika Stiftung in Bonn. Dr. Win-

arrived. In a personal letter to Dr. Winkelmann, Kinfe

kelmann opened the discussions on the 6th at 10:30 am.

explained that illness was the reason for his absence.

At the end of the following morning, the negotiations

Kinfe’s absence was a disappointment for the OLF dele-

were about to fail. In contrast to the previous talks, the

gation. They regarded him as the most important repre-

government delegation arrived with clear instructions

sentative within the government delegation. At the open-

from Meles Zenawi. They demanded from the OLF a pub-

ing of the talks, the EPRDF delegation emphasized that

lic abdication of violence as a precondition before the

they had been given a comprehensive mandate to reach

government would be willing to negotiate on the topics

and conclude an agreement. Still, the atmosphere was

agreed in the second round. The OLF delegation was not

very tense on the first day. On the second day, the atmos-

willing and not able to accept such a demand. In the

phere became friendlier and in the afternoon both sides

afternoon, the negotiations stalled. The parties did not

formulated an agreement to meet a third time in this

agree on another meeting. Dr. Winkelmann declared his

informal environment. A date was set for – maybe – Sep-

role as a mediator terminated.

tember. In addition, the delegations agreed on some

This third – and last – round of negotiation was a dis-

issues, which should be discussed the next time: the Con-

aster. Again, the Ethiopian government had changed its

stitution, the human rights situation, economic and

delegation and had sent another chief representative, an

social problems, environmental policies, the next elec-

army general. In addition it did not come prepared with

tions, and access to the media. In spite of these state-

any constructive suggestions or proposals. The govern-

ments, according to the mediator’s perception the dele-

ment delegation refused – even in personal talks with the

gates did not really move and there was no substantial

mediator – to explain, why they were blocking any progress

progress in the negotiations.

in the negotiations. Dr. Winkelmann felt frustrated, angry

Following this round of negotiations between the

and abused – particularly by the Ethiopian government

OLF and the EPRDF, the OLF again requested organiza-

delegation. In retrospect, it seems the EPRDF government

tional and financial support for an Oromo conference.

– and in particular Meles Zenawi – had intended the nego-

This time, a German political foundation agreed to back

tiations to fail – if not right from the beginning, then latest

the meeting. From August 25 to 29, 1997, forty Oromo rep-

when he decided to remove Kinfe from the negotiations.
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After the collapse of the negotiations, the OLF pub-

concerned and both processes needed to be protected

lished a declaration. It put the responsibility for the fail-

from external influences attempting to spoil any con-

ure squarely on the Ethiopian government and accused it

structive outcome. It was possible to share information

not to honour the understanding reached in the previous

between the two processes while maintaining a high level

talks. Dr. Winkelmann wrote an angry letter to Meles

of confidentiality because the members of the KdK Group

Zenawi complaining about the behaviour of his delega-

and some of the key actors in Germany had long standing

tion. In his reply Meles accused the OLF of continuing

personal relationships. Some of them had already collab-

armed struggle whilst the negotiations were going on.

orated on political issues as members of the European

Therefore, the government delegation had been

Working Group on the Horn of Africa in the 1980s.

instructed to block any progress as long as the OLF con-

In the dialogue process in Germany, Dr. Winkelmann

tinued armed struggle. Whether Meles’ accusation was

certainly was a central actor. During his tenure as Ger-

true or not and the OLF in fact continued fighting could

man ambassador to Ethiopia he had gained the trust of

not be verified by the organizers. Anyhow, this was the

the government, but also of the opposition parties and

end of the Bonn talks.

Ethiopian civil society organizations. During his term of

In retrospect, some KdK members feel Meles’s claim

office from 1992 to 1995, he was in close contact with the

might have been correct. But, why play this card at this

government, opposition parties, labour unions, churches

crucial moment? It was well known, that not all OLF

and Muslim leaders. An observer noted that Dr. Winkel-

armed groups were under central control and there were

mann defined his role as being the representative of a

regular clashes. The assumption by many, that it was

democratic and pluralistic society. As such, he felt obliged

Meles’ strategy from the outset to further split the OLF by

to be in touch with all relevant actors in the Ethiopian

creating tensions between the moderate and the more

society. This, the observer noted, differs distinctly from a

belligerent factions inside the OLF, most probably is cor-

concept often encountered in practice of a diplomat as a

rect. Demanding a renunciation of the option of armed

representative of a government vis-à-vis another govern-

struggle clearly served that purpose. Unfortunately, the

ment. As ambassador, Dr. Winkelmann wanted to sup-

more belligerent factions within the OLF did not see – or

port the new Ethiopian government to deal with the chal-

did not want to see – the trap Meles had set up for them.

lenges facing a war-torn society and a country wounded

According to AG KED staff, this strategy could either

by decades of civil war. At the same time, he wanted to

mean that Meles had no interest whatsoever in any settle-

strengthen the democratic progress and compliance with

ment with the OLF, or that he intended to split and

human rights standards. He approached the different

weaken the OLF before any part of it would be readmitted

political and societal actors and established good rela-

into Ethiopian politics.

tionships with them. He was also in close contact with

One and a half weeks after the end of the “Bonn

the staff of the German church organizations. He came to

talks”, the OLF approached AG KED to discuss possibili-

know the AG KED and KED staff involved in the “Mül-

ties for a continuation of the talks with the Ethiopian gov-

heim Process” when they were preparing for the confer-

ernment. With the experience of the first attempt still

ences in Ethiopia after the fall of the military regime. He

fresh in their minds, AG KED staff requested time to con-

met them frequently, participated in some of the sessions,

sider the request. Soon after that, the Eritrean-Ethiopian

they shared their observations and they discussed ways to

war stopped all preparations and consultations for a “rap-

strengthen the democratic process in the Ethiopian soci-

prochement” of the parties.

ety. When the Transitional Government began to derail,
he shared their concern to keep the OLF engaged in Ethiopian politics. When the process of the “Bonn talks” was

Important Non-Ethiopian Actors

designed, it was almost natural that they worked together.

The dialogue process in Germany unfolded inde-

Another important actor was a high official in the

pendently from KdK’s initiatives. But to the extent possi-

German Foreign Office. He represented the German gov-

ble, information was shared between both the KdK and

ernment and organized the Foreign Office’s support in

German initiatives. In both processes, confidentiality was

the background. He had deep sympathies for the African

of highest importance for two reasons: both processes

continent and supported the German ambassador and

relied on a certain level of trust particularly by the parties

the Bonn talks – sometimes in very unconventional ways
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– as much as was possible within an institution that was

tors have to be considered. First, there is a difference

at best disinterested. He also had a personal history of

between the process of negotiations itself and its out-

good contacts with the German churches and church-re-

come. Second, AG KED and Dr. Winkelmann had differ-

lated agencies. During his time in office, they had met

ent tasks. From the interviews it seems they also pursued

frequently to share assessments of situations and discuss

slightly different goals.

ongoing activities. Without his support and influence in

The “Mülheim Process” succeeded in bringing the

the Foreign Office, the “Bonn talks” would not have hap-

opposition forces together and stimulated a debate that

pened, as Dr. Winkelmann and the church staff con-

went beyond the criticism of the status quo. An indicator

firmed. He was aware of the importance of this activity

of success was the shift in the German government’s posi-

and the sensitivity of the process. But unfortunately, even

tion concerning the Eritrean struggle. Another indicator

he was not able to mobilize a more active official political

is that the opposition groups participating in the Mül-

support for the initiative.

heim Process increasingly were able to communicate a

The staff of the AG KED was the third actor engaged

coherent post-war agenda to the political actors in Ger-

in the “Bonn talks”. They acted as facilitators and organ-

many. This drew the attention first of members of the

izers but were only rarely present at the negotiation table.

Bundestag and later also of Foreign Office officials. How-

Their main task was to organize the space, protect the

ever, the Mülheim Process failed in including the Ethio-

process from outside interference and provide logistical

pian government. On the other hand it was – uninten-

support. They kept in the background, organized the meet-

tionally – successful in creating favourable conditions for

ings and the accommodation and during the discussion

the “Bonn talks” five years later.

rounds they took care of the accompanying tasks. Apart

Of course, both Dr. Winkelmann and the AG KED

from that, they also consulted with the OLF delegations,

staff wanted to achieve a positive result of the “Bonn

shared their observations and – if requested – experiences.

talks”: the return of the OLF to the Ethiopian govern-

However, the role of the AG KED staff was possible only

ment coalition. Dr. Winkelmann was directly involved in

because they were supported by the director of KED, Rev.

the negotiations between the delegations. The AG KED

Warner Conring, and the director of AG KED, Rev.

played a supportive role and was not involved in the talks.

Rainer Lingscheidt. Both agreed to accept almost exclu-

The aim of the AG KED staff was mainly to make the

sively verbal reporting to maintain the confidentiality of

negotiations happen. Their point of departure was that

the process. They secured funding and occasionally offi-

the two parties had to come to a solution of their conflict

cial backing from high-ranking church representatives.

themselves. Of course, they actively tried to establish a

An invisible actor, who had some share in the forma-

framework for all parties, which would support a positive

tion of the Bonn talks, was the KdK Group. As a group, they

outcome, but in the end it was up to the negotiating par-

were not directly involved in these negotiations. But due to

ties – and the mediator to a certain extent – to reach an

the fact that one of the German church staff was also a

agreement. In addition, AG KED staff had a longer-term

member of KdK, and KdK’s own efforts to push the OLF

objective. If a return of the OLF into the acting govern-

and the EPRDF coalition towards another meeting, “KdK

ment coalition failed they hoped that the negotiation pro-

prepared the ground and the framework for the Bonn

cess would prepare the ground for further engagement to

talks”. Without KdK’s separate meetings with both parties,

ensure a constructive role of the OLF in Ethiopian poli-

in which they challenged them and their positions, the

tics in the long run. Hence, AG KED reached its goal of

“Bonn talks” would not have gone as far as they did. To

facilitating direct negotiations between the Ethiopian

some extent this is in line with one of the self-assigned

government and the OLF. The fact that three direct meet-

tasks of the KdK Group. Apart from engaging with the

ings did actually take place can be considered a success

political actors in Ethiopia directly it also wanted to stimu-

from the AGKED staff ’s point of view.

late European governments and churches to get involved.

As the mediator and as a professional diplomat, Dr.
Winkelmann directly interacted with the parties. He was
in control of the process and influenced the discussions.
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Assessment

To some extent – though to different degrees – he also had

It is difficult to assess the impact of the initiatives in

an influence on the parties. As part of the negotiations, it

Germany and particularly the “Bonn talks”. Several fac-

was his task to guide the discussions and to raise the
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important topics. As a result, Dr.Winkelmann’s personal
aim was the resumption of the parties’ cooperation in the
Ethiopian government as the outcome of his engagement. The negotiation process ended without an agreement. Therefore, personally Dr. Winkelmann perceived
this as a process that failed to reach its objective.
This raises the question whether all conditions were
in place to safeguard a successful outcome. Did Dr. Winkelmann have all means at his disposal to ensure success? As the moderator even Dr. Winkelmann, who
enjoyed t remendous trust from both parties, could only
initiate discussions or agreements. Neither the moderator nor the organizers possessed the means to also exert
pressure if any of the parties proved unwilling to reach an
agreement. And neither of them had any means to fend
off negative interference from within any of the parties.
All the mediator and the organizers had at their disposal
was an ethically grounded position and good arguments.
The latter, however, obviously did not prove to be politically convincing.
In the end success or failure could be determined neither by the organizers nor by the mediator. EPRDF and
the OLF had to resolve their conflict. They controlled the
outcome. Due to the fact that Dr. Winkelmann – and also
the AG KED – tried everything they could to push the parties towards an agreement, one has to question, whether
the Ethiopian government and the OLF seriously wanted
a positive outcome. There are strong indications, however, that the TPLF was not seriously interested. But the
mediator observed that at least in the first rounds also the
OLF delegation was clearly not united.
One can also only speculate whether the process
would have had another outcome if the German Foreign
Office had played a more active official role, thereby adding political clout to the moral stance of the individual
persons immediately involved.
Compared to the KdK initiative going on at the same
time, both seem to have suffered from the same conditions. In terms of networks, relationships, knowledge,
trust and skills both KdK and the actors in Germany provided excellent resources to facilitate constructive political negotiations. Both, however, lacked sufficient official
political backing.
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The Eritrean-Ethiopian War from 1998–2000

Clouds Gathering

been a common currency both in Ethiopia and Eritrea,
the Ethiopian National Bank was in the position to uni-

The outbreak of war between Ethiopia and Eritrea in

laterally control the currency of both countries. The Eri-

early May 1998 was not entirely unexpected but it hap-

trean government had requested to also have representa-

pened much earlier than anyone had thought. Nobody in

tives on the Board of the National Bank in order to have a

the KdK Group or relief organizations had anticipated the

say on monetary policy. When this request was rejected

armed conflict between the neighbouring countries at

by the Ethiopian government the Eritrean government’s

this time. On the surface, relations between Eritrea and

frustration grew even more culminating in its decision to

Ethiopia had appeared solid and the leaders of both

introduce its own currency. Ethiopian officials expressed

countries cooperated in many ways, including the energy

some very negative feelings about the new Eritrean cur-

sector, education and security. They met on a regular

rency, which the Eritreans ignored. However, the intro-

basis and worked closely together in preventing Sudan’s

duction of the Eritrean Nakfa considerably complicated

ambitions to export radical Islam to the region and sup-

the cross-border trade issue.

ported the ambitions of Southern Sudan for self-determi-

Further contributing to the souring of relations

nation. Moreover, they gave life to the Intergovernmental

between Ethiopia and Eritrea at this time was Ethiopia’s

Authority on Development, IGAD, which aims for the

continued dependence on and use of the port of Assab.

development of its member states.

Ethiopia had become landlocked with Eritrea’s independence but still depended on the port of Assab for its

Superficial Causes

imports and exports. Over time the Ethiopian authorities
requested more and more privileges in their use of the
Assab harbour. When the Eritrean authorities raised port

While the leaders of the two countries seemed to cooper-

fees and taxes, the Ethiopian government reacted with

ate well on a number of issues, tensions were rising

anger. This, they felt, was contrary to the initial under-

between the two countries due to a series of unresolved

standing that Ethiopia could use Assab as its own domes-

issues. First, economic issues like cross-border trade and

tic port. One KdK member argued that Eritrea could have

the use of the common currency, the Ethiopian Birr, were

been more generous and could have allowed Ethiopia to

fuelling tensions. Cross-border trade, especially in agri-

have unconditional access to Assab because it was Ethio-

cultural products, was very important for Eritrea because

pia’s link to the outside world. However, all of these ten-

it lacked the wherewithal to feed its population and thus

sions were not sufficient to justify another war.

depended on food imports from Ethiopia. However, the
treaties needed for regulating these trade relations and
other crucial issues like the currency and Ethiopia’s

Underlying Deeper Causes

dependence on the port of Assab were never negotiated
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and signed. Under the prevailing practice, Eritrean mer-

The first of the deeper causes is the deep-seated culture of

chants just travelled to Ethiopia and bought huge amounts

violence in the region. Due to their history as liberation

of Ethiopian harvest. Particularly, they bought coffee just

fronts both the leaders of Ethiopia and Eritrea view vio-

after the harvests, when prices were low in Ethiopia and

lence not as the last but as the most effective means for

resold it back to Ethiopia when the prices became higher.

resolving conflicts. As explained by the KdK chair, they

Understandably, the Ethiopian authorities resented such

harboured the mentality: “… where they don’t know how

practice and parties in Ethiopia that had opposed Eri-

to sort out things, you use force!” Relationships between

trea’s independence in the first place used these practices

the EPLF and TPLF had always been difficult. Their rela-

to attack the government for its leniency towards Asmara.

tionship was never based on trust and friendship despite

Over time the Ethiopian government came under increas-

sharing a long common history. There has always been a

ing pressure to do something about it.

strong competition between EPLF and TPLF. In the late

While the controversies concerning unbeloved bi-lat-

1980s, they had fought vicious verbal battles with each

eral issues were brewing, the Eritrean government

other even while the liberation war was still going on.

decided to introduce its own currency, the Nakfa, in 1997

Both the EPLF and the TPLF saw themselves as the

in order to replace the Ethiopian Birr. While the Birr had

rightful and natural supreme leader in the region.
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When Meles Zenawi and his group went into the

As Eritrea profited most from the border trade and

bush to form a liberation movement, the EPLF was

migrant labour, they were the ones who felt its first-hand

already a highly trained, extremely well-organized and

impact. Moreover, they were then engaged in an internal

armed resistance force. The EPLF helped the TPLF by

power struggle with the TPLF leadership in Addis Ababa.

training them politically, militarily and organizationally.

Consequently, for the TPLF cadres in Tigray an outbreak

The EPLF therefore felt that it had contributed greatly in

of the border conflict would serve two issues: the unre-

enabling the TPLF to take power in Ethiopia. As a result,

solved cross-border trade and their personal aspirations

Isaias Afewerki felt he was the natural hegemon in the

within the party.

Horn of Africa. On the other hand, the TPLF and Meles

Apart from that, the leaders of both countries, but

personally felt that the EPLF owed them a lot because

Isaias in particular, grossly miscalculated. Isaias was

they supported the EPLF’s cause and made Eritrean

convinced that his troops would defeat the TPLF, because

independence possible. In addition, Ethiopia was the

it were his troops who defeated the Derg army and

much larger country with a bigger population and abun-

entered Addis Ababa first. Also, the EPLF had trained

dant resources. As a result, Meles saw himself as the

TPLF troops. He believed he had a good assessment of

regional hegemon. These diametrically opposite self-per-

the TPLF’s fighting power. Years later, the independent

ceptions were never openly articulated, but were con-

Claims Commission ultimately found the Eritrean gov-

stantly communicated in signals and innuendos.

ernment liable for starting the border war by over-react-

The psychology of Meles and Isaias thus inevitably

ing to the minor border incident of May 1998. In an

became a contributory factor to the outbreak of conflict.

attempt to pressure Meles, Isaias pushed a minor armed

Meles and Isaias were both convinced that the other man

incident near the town called Badme into a full-scale war.

owed him a lot. Isaias was convinced that Meles owed

He wanted to shock the Ethiopian government and

him the defeat of the Derg regime and, hence, his power.

expected Meles to request for a quick meeting in which

For this reason, he saw Meles’s behaviour as a personal

they could resolve the outstanding problems. He did not

insult and the minimization of his achievements and

read the internal mood and situation in Ethiopia cor-

generosity. Likewise, Meles remained convinced that

rectly and was, thus, taken by surprise when the conflict

Isaias owed him the independence of Eritrea and his

escalated out of his control.

power. Therefore, the policies of the Eritrean govern-

There had been a number of prior border incidents

ment regarding the border trade, the use of the port and

initiated by both sides. According to a KdK member,

the Eritrean currency were perceived by Meles as abuses

there had been attempts by Tigrayan authorities to absorb

of his noble concessions. Thus, wounded vanity seemed

territory which belonged to Eritrea into Tigray. Then the

to be another reason for the outbreak and escalation of

Ethiopian government put more and more sanctions on

the conflict.

Eritrea because of unresolved economic issues. The Ethiopian government at one instant closed the border with

The Deadly Mix of Revanchism,
Sabotage and Miscalculation

Eritrea blocking the thriving border trade and migrant
work. This measure hit Eritrea much harder than Ethiopia. There were no functioning institutional mechanisms
through which the parties could communicate and

Active sabotage also played a role in this sad saga. Many

resolve such problem. The ambassadors of European or

problems were created by the bureaucracies of both coun-

North American governments were in no position to

tries and some societal groups, which pushed them into

moderate. In Eritrea, they were not listened to in the first

armed conflict. Especially in Ethiopia, members of the

place due to the international community’s position on

Amhara elite never accepted the independence of Eritrea

Eritrean independence since the beginning of the libera-

and remained determined to reverse history. They

tion struggle up to almost its end. Or their advice was

remained convinced that Eritrea was part and parcel of

smothered in the bureaucracy on both sides. Thus, Meles

their country and were willing to regain it by force if nec-

and Isaias ended up dealing with these problems person-

essary. In addition, the regional government in Tigray,

ally but both were too proud and stubborn to work out a

run by TPLF high-ranking politicians and military com-

compromise. One KdK member stated that they could

manders, had an interest in the escalation of the conflict.

have stopped the war if they had wanted.
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People gather in a joyful mood at a polling station during the referendum in Eritrea.

Since nobody expected it at this time and outsiders

of the KdK members described this action as a policy of

continued to see the leaders of the two nations as old

ethnic cleansing. This targeted discrimination against

comrades-in-arms, it was impossible to prevent the war.

Eritreans had additional negative implications for the

The KdK Group had been aware of the tensions between

Ethiopian society itself, particularly for the Oromos and

the two leaderships but was unable to discuss about them

the OLF. As already mentioned, the OLF leadership had

with either side as both sides denied the existence of

gone into exile in Asmara and in connection with the new

these tensions.

war, the TPLF perceived the OLF as a “fifth column” of

The start of the battles was accompanied by a mas-

the Eritrean government. However, the most important

sive ethnic mobilization in Ethiopia, which had a disas-

impact of this campaign against Eritrean civilians living

trous impact on the society. The Ethiopian government

in Ethiopia was that opposition parties like the OLF and

used ethnic mobilization against Eritrean during the war,

ethnic minorities had to realize that the government was

which meant a drastic change in Ethiopian history. Even

willing to engage even in policies of ethnic cleansing if it

after the start of the Eritrean war of liberation in 1960,

served their political purposes.

many Eritreans continued to live, work and raise families
in Ethiopia. Three, four and even five generations of Eritreans had been working even in the Ethiopian government bureaucracy. With this ethnic mobilization, the
Ethiopian government for the first time discriminated
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The Triggering Incident and its
Political Implications

against one particular group as a matter of government

The border incident of May 1998 erupted when eight Eri-

policy. Tens of thousands of Eritreans were deported –

trean officers were killed after allegedly crossing into

including business people, entrepreneurs, university pro-

Tigrayan territory in order to discuss an earlier incident

fessors, government employees and whole families. One

with Tigrayan border guards. What likely followed is the
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movement of Eritrean troops towards the border, a deci-

their power. And this is precisely how it worked out. After

sion taken by field commanders without the authoriza-

the declaration of the war, Meles started being seen in

tion of senior officials. However, it cannot be ruled out

Ethiopia as the liberator who defended his motherland.

that the entire incident could also have been pre-planned.

An overwhelming majority of the Eritrean population

The Eritrean troops that crossed into Tigray initially

was ready to forget their dislike of Isaias’ authoritarian

fought against Tigrayan militia forces, because the Ethi-

leadership, the economic hardships and even the perse-

opian army had not yet been deployed to the border area.

cution of relatives, out of fear of the Ethiopian enemy.

As the ensuing battles continued to worsen, both Isaias

The memories of the cruel occupation and the long liber-

and Meles failed to interfere. It may even be possible that

ation war were fresh and intensely and cleverly exploited

the war was already underway before Isaias was informed.

by the dictatorship.

One of the KdK members refers to information he got

The severity and the intensity of the fighting were

from his local office which operated a radio on the same

shocking for those aware of it. Soon after the outbreak of

frequency as the Eritrean armed forces. It picked up an

the war, on May 20th to be exact, the American adminis-

enormous flurry of radio communication between local

tration, in cooperation with the Rwandan government,

commanders to the tune: “…we will teach them a lesson,…

rushed in and recommended some kind of cease fire.

we will revenge our comrades…” Isaias’ pride might have

They reduced the conflict to a simple border issue and

prevented him from accepting that his officers started a

demanded the Eritrean government to redeploy to loca-

conflict without his consent.

tions under their control prior to the outbreak of the war.

Another KdK member pointed out that both leaders

The Eritrean government, naturally, rejected this rede-

had run into so many domestic problems that they

ployment because Eritrea and Ethiopia had not agreed

“needed” an outside threat to re-direct public discontent

on the precise location of the border in the past. The

and challenges to their leadership within the “inner cir-

ceasefire, which the American/Rwandan intervention

cles of power”.

tried to enforce, only deepened the aversions and ten-

The conflict entered a new stage after the Eritrean

sions between the two belligerents instead of serving as a

army invaded Tigrayan territory on May 8th. Meles ini-

solution. Battles continued to rage and enmity between

tially downplayed the incident in his first statement on

the two sides only got deeper. In the first rounds of the

Badme. He wanted to de-escalate the situation and

war, Meles’s troops were on the defensive and were

ordered the border army post to handle the situation.

pushed out of the areas they were holding. In a later

After a few days, his rhetoric changed describing the con-

round of fighting, the Ethiopian troops went on the offen-

flict as an affair between Eritrea and Tigray region and

sive and drove the Eritrean troops out of the area they

not concerning Ethiopia’s central government. But Meles

had taken under their control. At this stage, the Ethio-

came under growing internal pressure from TPLF forces,

pian army appeared to be prepared, ready and willing to

the army and the Amhara elite. Various political circles

continue its way to Keren and was also approaching

started criticizing him publicly for being too lenient with

Assab. It was at that point that Meles halted the offensive

the Eritrean government, some going to the extent of

and ordered the Ethiopian troops to return to Ethiopian

accusing him of selling Tigrayan territory to Eritrea.

territory proper. Up to this point the war had obviously

Meles had to show the resolve and the will to defend Ethi-

served its purpose: it had asserted his position in the

opia. This led him to finally declare the Badme incident to

party and as an Ethiopian national leader and it had

be a “national issue”. Thereby he escalated the situation in

taught Isaias the lesson that Ethiopia was and would be

order to assert that he was the national leader and not just

the regional hegemon. Meles had no interest in reversing

a Tigrayan rebel. And intentionally or not, he unleashed a

Eritrea’s independence.

full-scale war.
On the other side, Isaias also exploited the conflict in
order to assert his internal position of power, to gain

A KdK Analysis and Action

internal public support and to portray himself as the true
national leader who stood up against the Ethiopians.

Immediately after the outbreak of the fighting between

Both leaders thought they could not afford to to back down.

Ethiopia and Eritrea, the KdK Group held a meeting with

Both believed they needed the war in order to consolidate

friends from Ethiopia and Eritrea. They made a very
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thorough analysis of the situation. They came to the con-

force to monitor the peace agreement ultimately signed to

clusion that the US/Rwandan mission aimed at the wrong

settle the conflict. They lobbied their respective govern-

target and Badme was not the core issue of the conflict.

ments in Germany, the Netherlands, Norway and Swe-

They assessed that the critical issues that caused the war

den for the financial and personnel resources and also for

were economic relations, fiscal policy, the port of Assab

the governments’ political engagement in the UN bodies.

and citizenship. They felt that these problems needed to

This initiative was successful. The Dutch government

be resolved in order to return to peaceful bilateral rela-

contributed troops to the UNMEE (United Nations Mis-

tions between the two governments. The KdK Group and

sion to Ethiopia and Eritrea) and the Norwegian govern-

their friends formulated suggestions on how to address

ment supported it financially.

these issues. In late 1998, they approached the Organization of African Unity and the Algerian government, which
was delegated by the OAU to resolve the Ethiopia-Eritrea

Regional “Fall-out”

conflict. The KdK Group presented its analysis and proposals for a solution to the concerned authorities but

During the war, the other countries of the Horn of Africa

failed to convince them.

got involved in the war to varying degrees. Conflicts in the

At the same time, the KdK Group also tried to bring

Horn of Africa were always interlinked and reverberated

both leaders together to avert an escalation. One KdK

throughout the whole region as the result of the various

member shuttled between Asmara and Addis Ababa to

parties interfering in each other’s affairs. In the Ethio-Er-

keep communication between Isaias and Meles open.

itrean war of 1998-2000, the government of Sudan sup-

Although they were not trained diplomats he and another

ported Eritrea while the South Sudanese opposition group

KdK member attempted to act as brokers between Isaias

backed Ethiopia. Eritrea also backed various Somali

and Meles. They were always concerned that they misun-

groups in their then ongoing civil war. The resulting ten-

derstood or overlooked something in the discussions with

sion was compounded by the fact that the Somali popula-

Isaias and Meles or were not able to carry the messages

tion inside Ethiopia always wanted to join Somalia thus

correctly and entirely. After all, they tried to facilitate

driving Ethiopia to consider Somalia as an historic enemy.

communications between two nations who were at war.

Apart from lobbying the OAU, the KdK Group

Nonetheless, they shuttled messages and proposed solu-

addressed their own respective governments – Germany,

tions from one to the other. Already during the war, the

Netherlands, Norway and Sweden – to get a sufficiently

Eritrean leader, Isaias, became more and more autocratic

mandated UN peacekeeping force to monitor the peace

and increasingly refused to even listen to KdK members

agreement ultimately signed to settle the conflict. They

or other people from the outside.

lobbied for adequate financial and personnel resources

A few months after the beginning of fighting the OAU

and also for their government’s engagement in the UN

held a meeting and decided to officially handle the pro-

bodies. This initiative showed some success. The Dutch

cess and take over from the US/Rwandan initiative. Both

government contributed troops to the UNMEE (United

the Ethiopian and the Eritrean government preferred the

Nations Mission to Ethiopia and Eritrea) and the Norwe-

OAU’s high-level diplomacy. The KdK Group therefore

gian government supported it with a lot of money.

discontinued its efforts. Some KdK members, though, felt
that if they had allowed themselves more time, there
could have been a breakthrough. When Meles and Isaias

The Algiers Agreement

eventually met under the auspices of the OAU, they
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started to argue and their disagreements hardened. The

In 2000, Ethiopia and Eritrea signed the Algiers Peace

second round of war broke out as constant crossfire along

Agreement (APA) under pressure from the international

the border again escalated. The “international commu-

community. The agreement ended the armed conflict

nity” – the OAU and the UN but also some European gov-

between the two countries, it however did not solve the

ernments and the USA – failed to secure the border and

conflict. The war, while it lasted, cost both countries tens

separate the armies.

of thousands of lives and the economic damage was sig-

Apart from lobbying with the OAU, the KdK Group

nificant. The APA focused primarily on the border issue,

engaged with the UN to establish a UN peacekeeping

particularly the town of Badme. It failed to address the
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underlying causes for the conflict. And another mistake
was added. The armed conflict had raised the people’s
emotions who were influenced by the vicious propaganda
and would not accept any military defeat or loss of territory. In the Algiers Agreement no provisions were made
for organized reconciliation between the people. This
omission soon allowed bitterness, hatred and the desire
for revenge to fester. The APA merely managed to stop
the actual fighting. However, the conflict continues since
then, its underlying causes are still not addressed and the
affected people are still not reconciled.
Implementing the APA the Boundary Commission
ruled in favour of Eritrea by granting it Badme. Ceding
Badme, however, was unacceptable to Meles and many
Ethiopians due to several reasons. First, the Ethiopian
side had always argued that Badme was part and parcel of
sovereign Ethiopian territory, which Eritrea violated in
May 1998. Second, regaining it cost some 70,000 lives.
Therefore, Meles was in no position to let Badme go.
Refusing to cede Badme was, however, contrary to the
terms of the APA, according to which the ruling of the
Boundary Commission should be final and binding for
both parties. When the Ethiopian government violated
the APA by refusing to accept the final and binding status
of the Commission’s ruling, the international community
remained silent. There was no visible attempt to exert
pressure to have the APA implemented fully. This once
more confirmed Isaias’ perception and contempt of the
international community. The UN and the OAU or any
other international body in his eyes were anything but
fair and neutral in their dealing with Eritrea. Their
behavior clearly demonstrated that Ethiopia was far more
important to the international community than Eritrea.
The APA was openly sabotaged by Ethiopia without any
consequences. The failure to force Ethiopia to respect
and implement the final and binding ruling of the Boundary Commission as agreed in the peace agreement
became the pivotal cause for Isaias and his government to
break links with the international community.
The Eritrean leadership withdrew more and more
into isolationism. The Ethiopian leadership considered
its policy of ignoring international law and non-cooperation as a success. Furthermore, the Ethiopian government felt they could deal with Eritrea militarily at any
time it was felt necessary.
On the torn relations between the Ethiopian and Eritrean government there was obviously no need for a dialogue partner like the KdK Group.
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The Focus of the KdK in the Post-War Period

After failing to contribute to the resolution of the

bogged down later on, this document reminded the reli-

Ethio-Eritrea conflict, the KdK Group launched a num-

gious leaders of their common commitment. Difficulties

ber of unconventional initiatives at societal level. It sup-

always arose when the religious leaders felt obliged to act

ported the launching of an initiative to bring together

on behalf of the political leaders or even under their

religious leaders from Eritrea and Ethiopia. And it

instructions. Whenever this happened, nationalistic

resumed addressing the conflict between the OLF and

resentments resurfaced and subverted the process.

the Ethiopian government. These initiatives will be discussed one after the other hereunder.

The religious leaders appealed to the people and the
governments by calling for peace and reducing the ongoing mutual hatred. Their efforts contributed to opening

The Religious Leaders’ Initiative

up communication between the two countries by restoring
telephone and postal services. This process culminated in
holding public events in Addis Ababa and Asmara, in
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In 1998 NCA launched the “Religious Leaders’ Initiative”

March 2002, at which the religious leaders from both

in consultation with the KdK Group. This was not a KdK

countries worshipped together and held joint press con-

initiative as such but one in which some of its members

ferences. These events were publicized the world over.

were involved while keeping the others informed. Members

Even the United Nations Security Council was regularly

of the KdK Group contributed to the initiative by providing

informed about the Religious Leaders’ Initiative since it

contacts, analysis and advice and keeping doors open.

was the only reconciliation effort going on at that time.

The Religious Leaders’ Initiative intended to bring

However, the Religious Leaders’ Initiative central aim

together leaders from the different Christian churches and

of supporting reconciliation between the peoples of the

the Muslim communities in Ethiopia and Eritrea. It was

two countries ran into difficulties after the Algiers Agree-

hoped that this group, as religious leaders, could prepare

ment and after 9/11. A joint meeting that was supposed to

the ground for understanding and reconciliation at the

take place in Kenya could not take place because the reli-

society level and to influence the political leaderships of

gious leaders were not allowed to leave their respective

both countries by acting in concert and speaking with one

countries. Another more symbolic action, where the reli-

voice. The initiators were aware that governments could

gious leaders wanted to meet at the border and jointly

easily play the religious communities off against each other

cross it, was stopped less than 24 hours in advance by the

if they acted separately. Religious leaders had the authority

Ethiopian Prime Minister. Regardless of the disappoint-

to act on behalf of their peoples by communicating their

ment, this indicated the importance of such activities.

sufferings to the governments. The overall aim of the Reli-

In the following years, both the Eritrean Christian

gious Leaders’ Initiative was uniting the various religious

and Muslim leaderships were silenced or corrupted by the

groups for peace and reconciliation in order to influence

growingly totalitarian regime in Asmara. The Religious

their respective governments to end the war. For the initia-

Leaders’ Initiative came to a halt. The space for the

tive to succeed it was necessary also to inform the govern-

churches to engage in reconciliation activities had proven

ments. Without their consent nothing could be done.

to be extremely limited in both Eritrea and Ethiopia.

The initiative was kicked off by bringing together the

Attempts by members of the KdK Group to “soften”

different religious groups in each country. At the initial

the growing negative attitude of the governments by

meeting, participants were encouraged to arrive at a joint

involving regional and even pan-African religious organ-

position regarding the war and its possible resolutions.

izations also stranded. Both governments in various ways

Later on, participants from both countries were assem-

and degrees set up obstacles varying from visa restric-

bled at one venue. The first such meeting took place in

tions, agenda problems to “deafening silence” at any

Norway. Observers were surprised to see how quickly

approach to make contact. The KdK Group was also not

nationalistic views and sentiments were dropped by both

equipped to deal with large continental bodies like the All

groups. This positive atmosphere enabled the religious

Africa Conference of Churches and others.

leaders to formulate a common paper. The common

The Religious Leaders’ Initiative persisted and was

paper reflected their shared values, principles and com-

supported by NCA until 2011 on a very low profile. Due to

mitment. According to a participating KdK member, this

the ever worsening situation in Eritrea, it looked impossi-

was a crucial point because whenever the discussions got

ble to move substantially forward in the following years.
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Further Talks between the
Ethiopian Government and OLF

tions to the Amhara-dominated opposition. The KdK
Group saw this development as a window of opportunity
to revive the EPRDF-OLF talks. This new initiative was

The KdK Group resumed addressing the OLF-EPRDF

based on the expectation that Meles might want to shore

conflict after its attempts to contribute to the solution of

up his position by seeking support from the Oromos.

the Eritrean-Ethiopian conflict had failed. However, by

The KdK member pioneering the initiative had pre-

then the situation of the KdK Group had significantly

pared a proposal on how to get both parties to the negoti-

changed. Many of their friends in the Ethiopian govern-

ating table which was approved by Meles. A short time

ment had been removed from influential positions, some

after this meeting in Oslo, Meles publicly declared that he

were side-lined. Meles began surrounding himself with

was in talks with the OLF and initial contacts had already

new people to whom the KdK Group did not have access.

been established. This public statement and reversal of

And even when he himself was accessible, Meles mostly

the previous government stand heightened the confusion

agreed but proved to be non-committal.

of the OLF leadership thereby negatively influencing

In spite of these crucial changes, the KdK Group con-

their support for the initiative.

tinued its efforts in Ethiopia to give the Oromo society a

In due course, however, the OLF leadership also sup-

decent share in the political life of the country. The issue

ported the initiative. But the OLF leadership tried to

of the OLF was an important part of that. KdK members

undermine the influence of the KdK member who started

had meetings with key people in the TPLF and the Oromo

it. Under this circumstance, the initiative could not pro-

Peoples’ Democratic Organization (OPDO), and above

gress and a potential meeting between the concerned par-

all, with Meles himself.

ties became increasingly unpromising. In addition the

Between 2002 and 2003 this process again ground to a

Ethiopian government set up a new obstacle as Meles had

halt. This became self-evident when the KdK Group car-

by then presented his new “developmental party strategy”

ried out another assessment of its work in early 2003. This

ideology, which is tailored to justify indefinite rule by his

assessment exposed several shortcomings confronting the

party. At the same time, the OLF declared a country-wide

group. First, its financial and institutional backing was

uprising to overthrow the TPLF/EPRDF government.

steadily diminishing. Secondly, the lack of success coupled

Although the country-wide uprising was mere fiction its

with mounting difficulties were sapping the group’s resolve.

declaration brought the initiative effectively to an end.

Despite these shortcomings, members of the KdK

At the next KdK meeting of November 2006, it

Group remained convinced that they could still play a

became obvious that things had not changed. Neither the

role by relying on their moral authority. One initiative

Ethiopian government nor the OLF were willing to aban-

resulting from this conviction was supporting a confer-

don their “all or nothing-strategies”. This mentality has

ence of Oromo elders from Europe, Ethiopia and North

always been the pivotal obstacle to negotiations between

America. The OLF leadership was invited to the confer-

them. In addition, the EPRDF was reluctant to allow the

ence held in Norway at the Christian Michelsen Institute

OLF to return into the political system fearing its deep-

in September 2004. The conference ended by releasing a

seated influence among the Oromo population. This is

statement declaring that everyone wanted a peaceful set-

one of the reasons why the Ethiopian government was not

tlement of the conflict with the EPRDF/TPLF. Translat-

interested in any negotiations with the OLF. And after the

ing the resolution of the conference into actionable pol-

large gains of the Amhara opposition in the 2005 elec-

icy, however, came to nothing. Some KdK members ques-

tions, the Ethiopian government stepped up the policy of

tioned the political will of the OLF leadership to actually

destabilizing opposition parties and intimidating voters.

take responsibility, move out of its comfort zone in exile
and face the challenges of day-to-day politics.

Another development at this time was the formation
of the Alliance for Freedom and Democracy (AFD). The

The efforts of the KdK Group to facilitate talks

AFD emerged as a broad coalition embracing the OLF, a

between the OLF and the Ethiopian government

number of pan-Ethiopian opposition parties and some

appeared to come to life once again when one KdK mem-

ethnically-based movements. Unfortunately, lack of

ber met Meles in Oslo in late 2005. This meeting took

resolve by its leadership coupled with perennial

place at a particular historical juncture when Meles had

inter-Ethiopian suspicion rendered the AFD dysfunc-

lost a significant share of seats in the parliamentary elec-

tional. The Eritrean government jealously guarding its
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control over some Ethiopian opposition groups certainly

cerned agencies and some members of the KdK Group.

played a destructive role here too. Thereafter, hopes for a

These were exacerbated by the emerging development in

democratic challenge to the EPRDF in the forthcoming

Ethiopia as it raised fears within the agencies that the

elections of 2009 and 2010 were gone. The results of the

KdK’s activities could provoke repercussions for the

elections of 2010 demonstrate how far democracy has suf-

development or humanitarian work in the country.

fered a setback in Ethiopia. The EPRDF took 99.6 percent of the votes by restricting the movements of opposi-

In Asmara, most NGO’s had already been forced to
close down operations by then anyway.

tion group and intimidating voters. A system called “electoral authoritarianism” by a KdK member had been
installed in Ethiopia.

Ethiopia and Eritrea: Prolife
ration of Difficulties After 2000
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Democracy Aborted in Eritrea
After active fighting between Eritrean and Ethiopia had
ended, it became very clear that the consequences were
far more devastating for Eritrea. Prospects towards an
open society were completely destroyed and replaced by

The KdK Group faced rising obstacles in influencing the

an obsession with security and militarism. The interna-

leaders of Ethiopia and Eritrea already during the Ethio-Er-

tional community’s failure to sanction Ethiopia for reneg-

itrea war of 1998 – 2000. After the cessation of hostilities in

ing on the Algiers Agreement was considered a betrayal

2000, it became even harder for the group to accomplish its

by the Eritrean leadership. The resulting resentment led

aspiration. The difficulties reaching the leaders of the two

Eritrea’s government to increasingly close up.

countries were compounded by the reduction of financial

Eritrean leaders started according the highest prior-

and institutional support. In addition, both the Ethiopian

ity to military and security concerns. The resulting mili-

and Eritrean governments prioritized the “task” of staying

tarization of the society had a number of disastrous impli-

in power, especially after the end of the war.

cations. The main one is the so-called “voluntary” mili-

Furthermore, both regimes adopted the policy of

tary service for all Eritreans between 12 and 55 years,

frustrating and constraining the activities of NGOs. Eri-

which in reality was obligatory. The “endless” military

trea took the measure of completely closing down NGOs

service lasting up to ten years had the devastating effect

very early after the end of the liberation war. In contrast,

of destroying the spirit and hope of the youth. The Eri-

Ethiopia allowed NGOs to remain active but increasingly

trean leadership’s rationale for this level of militarization

limited their space and scope of action. Things came to a

was the perceived threat posed by Ethiopia. Its true out-

head when the Ethiopian government passed a new NGO

come, however, was enabling the Eritrean leadership to

legislation in February 2009. The “Proclamation to Pro-

exercise total control over the population.

vide for the Registration and Regulation of Charities and

Another of its even more devastating implication was

Societies” in particular prohibited Ethiopian NGOs from

ruining the economy by hampering development and

engaging in human rights and advocacy work, if they

thereby exacerbating the impoverishment of the people.

received more than ten percent of their overall income

Families could not farm as before having lost the labour

from foreign sources. This law made it almost impossible

of those taken away by the military service. The regime

for the European relief and development organizations to

itself survived partly by taxing Eritreans living in exile by

support such NGOs or civil society groups in Ethiopia.

pressuring them in various ways going as far as extor-

Under the emerging atmosphere, Ethiopian NGOs aspir-

tions. This included punishing the families of Eritreans

ing to promote human rights and democratization had to

refusing to pay the tax or supporting opposition groups.

either close down their work or change to other missions.

People who dared to challenge or disagree with the

This trend hampered the activities of European ecumen-

decisions and behaviour of the leadership faced impris-

ical relief and development organizations as well because

onment or worse. Even members of the inner circle of the

they used to support their local partners engaged in

government were not immune to such a fate. One such

human rights monitoring and advocacy work. This had

case was a dispute between the “Office of the President”

implications also for the KdK Group. There had always

and several senior members of the PFDJ, lasting from

been some tension between the country staff of the con-

January 2000 until September 2001, in which a group of
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ministers and other high-rank officials from within the

act independently and pursue their goals and develop-

government expressed dissatisfaction with Isaias’ style of

ment policies anymore. They either had to stop operating

government. They approached him privately and advised

or carry out state-owned programmes.

him to change his behaviour. Despite admitting his mistakes, Isaias refused to change it.

Though many other international NGO had decided
to close their operations, NCA decided to remain despite

This simmering controversy heated up after the con-

having its activities totally curtailed. KdK members also

clusion of the Algiers Peace Agreement when some mem-

continued in their effort to create forums for discussions

bers of the leadership tabled a series of demands. This

in Eritrea by bringing together Eritrean intellectuals. In

included the demand for the continuation of the demo-

one such forum participants discussed and wrote a letter

cratic process as well as the implementation of the Con-

to Isaias offering to help him in resolving the issues.

stitution. Members of the senior leadership went further

Some KdK members personally met with Isaias and

and wrote a letter to Isaias demanding discussions about

other senior leaders. They used the opportunities to raise

what happened before and during the war. They criti-

issues dealing with development, human rights and reli-

cized, advised and asked questions like: “How did the

gious freedom in a non-threatening manner – as friends

war come upon us? How was it managed? How was the

and former partners. The KdK Group attempted to per-

peace process handled? Where are we now economi-

suade Isaias to adopt a less aggressive attitude and style

cally?” During the war there were no consultations within

towards the international community, despite his justi-

the cabinet or the relevant government authorities at any

fied feeling that the Eritrean people had been betrayed

point in time. All decisions had been taken by a very

during the liberation struggle and after the Algiers Peace

small group around Isaias.

Accord. They advised him to be more flexible concerning

Isaias’s reaction was drastic. He just replied by saying
that they did not know what they were talking about. In

the border demarcation so that he could emerge the winner in the long run.

addition, the Central Office of the PFDJ raised allega-

These discussions between Isaias and members of

tions of treason against these senior members of the party

the KdK Group lasted for quite a long time, while the KdK

and launched a propaganda campaign against them. As

Group was witnessing that its influence was fading. Isaias

Isaias refused to have any meeting with them they

continued provoking the international community and

responded to the campaign unleashed against them by

Ethiopia. This included constraining the movements of

going to the private press and publicly criticizing Isaias

the UNMEE peacekeepers and ultimately driving them

for miscalculating the situation prevailing before the war.

out of Eritrea. When UNMEE troops were finally with-

After the publication, those editors of the newspapers

drawn, he organized a huge party to celebrate the with-

and the concerned officials who were not able to escape

drawal as victory. This sense of victory was further bol-

into exile, were arrested, the newspapers were closed

stered after the Ethiopia-Eritrea Boundary Commission

down. Thirteen people who signed the publication are

ruled in favour of Eritrea regarding Badme. Driven by its

missing ever since and nobody knows their whereabouts

feelings of anger, disappointment and betrayal, the Eri-

or whether they are still alive. In the opinion of a member

trean leadership adopted a position of “structural denial”

of the KdK group, Isaias took that letter personally. He

towards the international community.

regarded it as an attack on his person and his style of
management and policies.

KdK members tried to remain in touch with their Eritrean friends and contacts who were ousted or sidelined

After the end of the war the members of the KdK

by the regime in order not to give cause for their feeling of

Group could no longer do much to influence develop-

being totally abandoned by the outside world. This was –

ments in Eritrea. The KdK Group tried to convince Euro-

and is – important because isolation works in the interest

pean governments to engage with Eritrea but were not

of the regime. Keeping communication channels open

successful. Governments, increasingly frustrated with

undermines dictatorships.

arrogance and contempt displayed by Eritrean function-

KdK members discussed the feasibility of another

aries, closed their embassies, almost all NGOs either vol-

initiative in 2006. The idea was building a network of

untarily discontinued their work in Eritrea or were forced

influential Eritreans in exile in order to allow them to

to leave. Bread for the World staff stated that they with-

have discussions with the aim of producing a baseline

drew from Eritrea, because their partners could no longer

document. The forum was to embrace diverse views on
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Eritrea and to be as inclusive as possible. Those who ulti-

became self-evident in the context of unfolding geopolit-

mately met, however, lacked any meaningful support in

ical developments.

the Eritrean population or diaspora.

Ethiopia emerged as the most important US partner

The Eritrean opposition abroad was politically very

in the Horn of Africa after 9/11 and the ongoing “war on

diverse. It ranged from the old ELF, then still residing in

terror.” Thereafter, the relationship between Ethiopia and

Damascus, to the Ethiopian-controlled groups based in

the international community became cosier than ever.

Addis Ababa. In view of this prevailing diversity and

Eritrea’s aggressive behaviour on the other hand alien-

deep-seated long running enmities between the groups,

ated it from its long-time friends even in European gov-

the idea of creating a common platform did not prove to

ernments and parties. They switched their support to

be feasible and had to be abandoned. Contacts inside Eri-

Ethiopia. Ethiopia’s profile continued to rise with the late

trea became increasingly difficult for the KdK Group to

Meles Zenawi becoming a spokesman for Africa. His

sustain. Repeatedly members were denied visas to enter

leadership style was appreciated all over Africa and

Eritrea finally bringing this effort to an end.

beyond. All these developments in Meles’ eyes must have
proved that his ideology underpinning his one-party dic-

The Consolidation of a Benevolent
Dictatorship in Ethiopia

The Ethiopian government did improve the general
situation of the population to some extent. The policy of
allowing the Oromos and others to use their languages in

The negative impact of the Ethio-Eritrean war was less

schools, administration and courts had an uplifting

severe in Ethiopia than in Eritrea but felt in every aspect

effect. The Oromo language in particular is presently

of life. Many people experienced suffering as the result of

being taught all the way to the university. On the down-

the war, especially in the poorer rural areas. The war had

side, the government exercised a strong control over the

negatively affected the economy, exacerbating hunger

various population groups. The ruling party continued to

and poverty. The severity of the situation became obvious

abide by its Marxist-Leninist ideology and convinced

when the Ethiopian government announced that a fam-

itself that it alone can develop the country. Its leaders

ine threatened millions of people in 2002. KdK members

remained obsessed with the notion of: “We mean well for

were convinced that the need to feed a massively

the people so the people have to do what we tell them, for

increased army for the war, added to the paucity of infra-

it is for their own best interest.” The government monop-

structure and diminished income from cash crops, con-

olized the sale of fuel, fertilizer and seeds. Its central con-

tributed to the famine.

trol extended to accessing the market and to dictating to

The war also contributed to the rise of tensions within

farmers what crops they had to grow. The resulting eco-

the TPLF leadership ultimately exposing the EPRDF coa-

nomic situation was further compounded by the govern-

lition to its most serious crisis. One cause of this crisis was

ment’s regular violations of human rights. Repressive

disagreement on the aims of the war itself. Some Amhara

acts targeting those perceived as members of opposition

and Tigrean hardliners harboured the aspiration to humil-

groups and excluding them negatively affected the right

iate the Eritreans. These publicly criticized Meles when

to self-rule enshrined in the Constitution of 1994.

he stopped the fighting after regaining Badme.
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tatorship had been the right decision.

On the surface, the situation in Ethiopia looks quite

Nevertheless, Ethiopia continued to be one of the

well. Elections are regularly conducted. There is a func-

largest recipients of ODA (Official Development Assis-

tioning parliament where public policies are debated.

tance) in Africa, out of which the Tigray region got a

The reality on the ground, however, is quite the opposite.

lion’s share. Ethiopian leaders cleverly outmanoeuvred

The fall out of the Ethio-Eritrea war for Ethiopia’s

both the international community and Eritrea. They

economy is much less dramatic than in Eritrea. But its

patiently stuck to their guns and waited until the contro-

implications for the population, especially the ethnic

versy surrounding the compensation and demarcation

minorities, were quite severe. Even the apparently con-

process petered out. Meanwhile, they used every opportu-

structive policy of allowing the various ethnic groups to

nity to continuously provoke the Eritrean leadership. The

use their languages had a downside. It contributed to

success of the Ethiopian approach coupled with Eritrea’s

heightening the already prevailing inter-religious and

policy of cold-shouldering the international community

inter-communal tensions.
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During its war with Eritrea the Ethiopian govern-

The Ethiopian government considers Eritrea as an

ment had failed to avert another drought from causing

enemy and the same sentiment would apply to the OLF

widespread famine due to its preoccupation with the war.

leadership as long as it remained in Asmara and had

Many KdK members had a déjà-vu feeling, since all the

close contacts with the Eritrean government. This follows

ingredients of the Mengistu era were there again; war,

both government’s conviction that “my enemy’s enemy is

drought, famine and communal tensions. This led them

my ally.” Under the prevailing circumstance, the OLF in

to conclude that the government was abusing the princi-

effect became a hostage in Eritrea. The various Eritrean

ple of recognizing ethnic diversity as a divide-and-rule

opposition groups stationed in Addis Ababa similarly

strategy, rather than as a means to create unity with the

became the hostages of their host. And any progress

diversity of the Ethiopian peoples as intended in the

achieved by the KdK Group with the OLF could be and

Charter of 1991. By intimidating political opposition

was repeatedly spoiled by the Eritrean government. The

groups, the government managed to consolidate its one-

Ethiopian government did no longer look at the OLF

party dictatorship. It refused to uphold democratic deci-

issue as an internal issue and an issue of its own but as

sion-making processes. The system that crystallized in

part and parcel of subversion by the Eritrea government.

Ethiopia after the war could be characterized as a “benevolent dictatorship”. The top leaders of the country did not
accumulate large amounts of capital for themselves and

The Fragmentation of the OLF

thus seemed to have remained authentic. They also tried
to make sure that the economic development was fairly

While these external complications were dragging on, the

evenly allocated across the country. The region occupied

OLF started experiencing internal difficulties. Disputes

by Somali-speakers, called “Region 5”, was a notable

over the conduct of the armed struggle, clan or regional

exception. It became the scene of fighting in recent years

representation and other policy issues culminated in the

and is thus discriminated against as before. According to

OLF splitting into three factions. The split was not

one KdK member, this is one major reason why the regime

restricted to the Central Committee of the OLF but also

was able to maintain power and stabilize the country.

extended to the Oromo community in exile. The arrival of
high-ranking Ethiopian officers of Oromo origin in Eri-

KdK at a Crossroads

trea worsened the situation. These defectors from the
Ethiopian army were treated as an alternative to the OLF
by the Eritrean leadership. Under the unfolding circum-

The main focus of the KdK Group after the war, however,

stance, the primary aim of the KdK Group of pushing the

remained the OLF dialogue. The KdK Group still main-

OLF towards a more coherent political position could not

tained that the OLF was the only political movement

be achieved. The dialogue that the KdK Group all the

with a high level of credibility among the Oromo popula-

years had tried to facilitate was no more feasible. The

tion. The OPDO had never gained the trust of the Oromo

effort finally had to be abandoned in 2009.

people to the same extent. However, as its leadership
remained in exile in Asmara, the linkage between the
OLF and its constituency inside Ethiopia continued to
weaken year after year. The KdK Group, therefore, tried
to persuade the OLF leadership to leave Asmara as their
base. So long as it remained in Asmara, the fate of the
OLF remains tied to the conflict between the Eritrean
and Ethiopian governments. One of the KdK members
described his observations as follows: “…some in the OLF
leadership start copying the autocratic militarism of their
hosts…not that they are forced to, but they internalise the
climate they are in… Like the various Somali groups, for
the Eritrean government the OLF is only one more party
to fight their proxy war with Ethiopia…”
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The Final Period (2005–2010)

Supporting Reconciliation Efforts

The final effort to keep the KdK Group was taken in
2010 when its chairman proposed turning the group from

From 2005/06 onwards, KdK members concentrated on

an action-oriented into a discussion-oriented initiative.

various reconciliation efforts. Either initiated by them-

According to his proposal, the KdK group could act as a

selves or utilizing opportunities as they appeared.

place for discussion, analysis and the development of

Though the Algiers Agreement had ended open war-

ideas particularly concerning mid- and long-term trend

fare, it failed to address the actual causes of the conflict

and as a network to link relevant activities. His idea was

and broker peace. What remained was a frozen conflict

welcomed by some European church-related agencies but

that caused tremendous suffering primarily in the border

failed to mobilize sufficient institutional backing and

regions and the relatives of deceased or expelled people.

financial support to put it into practice. The members of

At this stage, one KdK member working for an African organization succeeded in including restoring peace
between the Eritrean and Ethiopian people in the mission of his agency. The idea was facilitating contacts and
cooperation by opening up channels of communication
at the professional level. This effort coincided with another
KdK initiative aimed at bringing together respected and
influential persons from Eritrea and Ethiopia in order to
facilitate reconciliation between the peoples. Cooperation between these initiatives was natural. When the
meeting took place, the KdK Group could observe some
difficulties. However, sensible questions were brought to
the table and the process was moving forward. However,
after a few successful initial meetings the initiative was
terminated by both governments when the Eritrean participants were denied visas to travel to Ethiopia or elsewhere. Still, for the participants, just coming together and
being able to discuss with each other, meant a lot.

The Closing Act
In the aftermath of the Eritrean-Ethiopian war, the KdK
Group’s ability to influence actors in and beyond the
region steadily diminished driving it to search for new
ways of staying active. One of these alternative ways of
staying engaged was discussed in a meeting in August
2008. Based on several discussions with representatives
of the AACC and churches in the Horn of Africa region,
the KdK Group considered transforming itself into a
resource group for the “Horn of Africa /Great Lakes Initiative.” The “Horn of Africa/Great Lakes Initiative” was
part of the activities of the All Africa Conference of
Churches (AACC). However, as key people within the
AACC suspected the KdK Group of pursuing its own
agenda the idea had to be abandoned. Institutional competition, staff changes and an EU funding bid which fell
through aborted this idea.
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the KdK group decided to discontinue their activities
after almost 15 years in 2010.
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The KdK Group in Perspective

The KdK Group and its Activities
as Seen by Outsiders

at all. At best, they just marginally noticed the existence
of a group called KdK. The nature of its work, however,
for most was a subject of conjecture. For example, the

All through its time of operation the KdK Group func-

staff of Bread for the World, an ecumenical development

tioned as a network often operating within wider and

agency, thought they never directly supported the KdK

diverse networks. Its cooperation with other entities var-

Group financially. They assumed its support was coming

ied over time in terms of both intensity and purpose.

from the Evangelical Church of Germany (EKD) if there

Some cooperation was based on common values, others

had been any at all. All they knew was that the KdK

on mutual interests. Especially when interacting with

group was engaged in political activities. Its members

governments, the KdK Group always exercised vigilance

were assumed to be persons having some influence and

in order to guard its independence. The diverse composi-

personal contacts with the political classes in Ethiopia

tion of the group, the differing assessment of actors and

and Eritrea. They knew the German member of the

the culture of frank and open discussion within the group

Group and its chairman. Many thought that some of the

helped to maintain and safeguard the group’s autonomy.

members of the “European Working Group on the Horn

Since the members of the group had access to a wide

of Africa” were also KdK members. This ambivalence

range of actors, they were used to floating ideas and get-

about the real identity and mission of the KdK Group evi-

ting off the record opinions from all sides. Through their

dences the effectiveness of the “need to know” policy.

trustful relationships with personalities in governmental

Despite lacking clarity about the identity and mission of

institutions the KdK members were able to get support

the KdK Group, the concerned staff of the supporting

also from governments, such as visas or safe and secluded

agencies approved of the group.

meeting places. But sometimes the cooperation with governments, particularly the Ethiopian and the Eritrean
governments, was a real balancing act.

The “Family’s” Perspectives

The German Government’s
Perspective
We have discussed how the German Ambassador to Ethiopia from 1992 to 1995 got involved in facilitating talks

First and foremost, it is important to emphasize that the

between the Ethiopian government and the OLF. He

KdK Group was designed and functioned as assembly of

wanted to support the new government to deal with the

friends from within ecumenical church agencies. Due to

post-civil war situation. He also wanted to work towards

its amorphous nature, most people and agency staff who

the development of a more democratic political system.

cooperated with the group had very little knowledge

He was concerned about the human rights situation in

about the group and its activities. Even within the agen-

Ethiopia and realized that the conflict between OLF and

cies employing members of the KdK Group, there was

EPRDF/TPLF was a key obstacle progress in this area.

limited exchange of information. The exchange of infor-

Already while he was ambassador in Addis Ababa he

mation was guided by the “need to know” code. The high

brought together spokespersons from both sides. That

level of confidentiality was introduced and maintained

was when the German members of the KdK Group first

for several reasons. First and foremost to protect person-

caught his attention.

alities engaged in the processes, particularly those from

He realized that the long-time contacts between the

the Horn of Africa region. Then it served to protect the

various European relief organizations and the Oromo

processes themselves from negative outside interference.

society could play a pivotal role in the settlement of the

Finally, it also allowed the staff of the agencies in Eritrea

conflict between the government and OLF. Although he

and Ethiopia to operate on the premise that “you cannot

was aware of the existence of an initiative by ecumenical

be blamed for what you do not know”.

relief agencies, he did not know anything about the KdK

Hence, up to the end when the interviews for this

Group itself. He only knew some of the individuals engaged

study were conducted most of the staff of German church

in the facilitation of talks between the government and

organizations supporting the KdK Group had little

the OLF. He was well aware that some of these individu-

knowledge about the latter and its activities or even none

als had excellent contacts with important OLF leaders.
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Other institutions in the German government were

calls for Dutch participation in the UN peacekeeping

more suspicious of the activities by church-related organ-

mission. This bolstered the “pro participation” camp in

izations. Whether this included the KdK Group and any

Parliament and culminated in the Dutch assuming the

detailed information about it, cannot be ascertained. The

leadership of UNMEE in the initial period.

German Intelligence Service at one point informed the
Ambassador that some German church groups were providing the Oromo groups with financial support for the
purchase of armaments. The former German ambassador, however, was certain that the members of the KdK

The Perspective of the Norwegian
Government

Group he knew were not involved in any such activities.

In Norway and within the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign

He cooperated very closely with individual KdK members,

Affairs (MFA) there has since long been a high interest for

they frequently met while he was ambassador to exchange

the development in the Horn, and in particular how

information. After he had left Ethiopia, they cooperated

things developed in Ethiopia and Eritrea, including the

in the “Bonn talks,” as has already discussed above.

relation between the two countries.
Norwegian Church Aid (NCA) significantly contrib-

The Dutch Government’s
Perspective
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uted to this because of its long time and intensive involvement in famine relief assistance in Ethiopia already since
1974, and more so because of NCA’s involvement and
leading role in ERD, the humanitarian lifeline into Eri-

The paths of the KdK Group and Dutch State institutions

trea and Ethiopia. NCA played a significant role in influ-

crossed at various moments. It has already been men-

encing Norwegian official policy on the region, and the

tioned that the first meeting of the KdK Group with OLF

disbursement of MFA funds for humanitarian assistance

leadership took place in “Kontakt der Kontinenten”, a for-

for ERD. In Norway, NCA since the beginning of its

mer mission training institute in central Holland. The

engagement in Ethiopia and Eritrea until the fall of

meeting was possible only thanks to visas issued by the

Mengistu in 1991 had built a platform of trust and a solid

Dutch authorities. This was made possible by a ‘special

network with the new leaders in both countries.

visa delivery’ process arranged between the Chairman of

A future member of KdK in 1993 had been appointed

the KdK Group and the then Dutch Development Minister.

member of a government commission mandated to

However, the bureaucracy, particularly the embassies

review Norwegian foreign assistance and give recommen-

in the region, unquestioningly embraced the new rulers

dations to the Parliament on future actions. The report

of Ethiopia and Eritrea, as they had embraced the previ-

presented early 1995 suggested both Ethiopia and Eritrea

ous one. They showed little room for doubt, at least

as main cooperation countries for Norway. Being main

openly. Dutch KdK members had to keep their distance

cooperation countries the Norwegian government put a

from those governmental institutions and personalities

focus on both the political as well as the humanitarian

that pursued the official policy and therefore they con-

developments. NCA had offices and activities in both

sciously restricted contacts with officialdom. This situa-

countries in good cooperation with partners, including

tion changed drastically in the aftermath of the Ethiopi-

government institutions. Later, as a member of the KdK

an-Eritrean war. All KdK members campaigned with

Group the former involvement in the government com-

their respective governments for the involvement of their

mission opened relevant doors to the Norwegian govern-

governments in the UN Peacekeeping operation. The

ment when needed.

Dutch members of the group actively campaigned for a

NCA as an organization was not a member of KdK, as

significant Dutch involvement in the UN Peacekeeping

none of the European church agencies were members

Mission. They spoke at parliamentary hearings and sup-

themselves. But former and present NCA staff was. Similar

ported the lobby of the Dutch military to get a meaningful

to other group members who were employed staff of Euro-

mandate as well as the required manpower and equip-

pean church organizations NCA staff was involved in var-

ment. They were invited to brief the military intelligence

ious activities such as peace talks, shuttle diplomacy, the

officers preparing for the peacekeeping mission. Dutch

Oromo issue and the exercise with the religious leaders

churches and several development agencies jointly issued

with the tacit or expressed support of the organization.
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Norwegian members of KdK and Norwegian MFA

KdK Group came close to being “persona non grata” in

kept open and frequent contacts on most of these issues

Norway as the Norwegian government scrambled to

KdK dealt with. However, this was never a formal cooper-

mend its relations with Ethiopia.

ation, rather an informal exchange of information and
discussions. This kind of cooperation and tight contact
between NGO’s and MFA has often been labelled “The

An American Perspective

Norwegian Model”.
After the end of the Eritrean-Ethiopian war (1998–

All throughout its existence the KdK Group had sporadic

2000) and Meles’ refusal to abide by the decisions of the

contacts with the staff of the US administration. Contact

Boundary Commission, the Norwegian government offi-

was most intensive in the mid 1990ies, when ex-ERD staff

cially tried in various ways to bring progress in the stale-

and other friends entered the American administration.

mate between the two countries.

They shared the same worries about the breakdown of the

For quite some years, dating back to before the war,

TGE and the worsening political climate in Eritrea.

Norway had also played a helpful role in the “Oromo

Those relations however, remained of a personal nature.

issue”. It assisted with visa for OLF leaders and others

The philosophy of the KdK Group and that of the US

involved. It also used its diplomatic and political contacts

administration were deeply opposed. This had become

to raise a wide number of issues related to human rights

clear to future KdK Group members already in the final

and political participation of wide sections of the popula-

stages of the liberation war. The US government was

tion in the post-Mengistu era, which were matters of con-

instrumental in ushering Mengistu out and it welcomed

cern to the KdK Group, too. Even though the differences

the TPLF and EPLF replacing the old regime. However,

in position and motivation between state officials and

this was not based on principled convictions but more a

“politico-humanitarians” such as the KdK Group were

“damage control operation” as one KdK member remarked.

certainly noted by their Norwegian government counter-

“Realpolitik” was the order of the day, even though rheto-

parts, there was a mutual respect and trust. This relation-

ric from Washington was praising “a new generation of

ship of trust was very obvious in 2005 when the Norwe-

African leaders”. The humiliating defeat of the American

gian government facilitated a meeting of a KdK member

intervention in Somalia, the souring relations with

with Meles during his official visit to Norway.

Sudan, the renewed war between Ethiopia and Eritrea

Norway may have acted with too high a profile on

and especially 9/11 drove the US government to pursue a

some controversial issues. Norway certainly irritated the

policy of containment, giving absolute priority to its own

Ethiopian government in the years following the Ethiopi-

security interests. KdK members had to struggle with this

an-Eritrean war. In 2007, eventually six Norwegian diplo-

official policy line and attitude when they tried to influ-

mats were expelled from Ethiopia. No western govern-

ence the Algiers Peace talks. The American administra-

ment protested or commented on this act. By remaining

tion was not at all interested in helping both countries to

silent the western governments confirmed Meles’ percep-

tackle some of the underlying causes for the conflict.

tion that his position and his policies would never be seri-

Washington wanted a quick peace deal that would

ously challenged. It also confirmed the KdK Group’s anal-

strengthen the position of its key ally in the region, Meles

ysis, that already by that time the EU member states and

Zenawi. Soon after its signing Washington allowed Ethi-

the US administration had chosen to ignore the legiti-

opia to derail its implementation.

mate claims of the Eritrean government concerning Ethi-

Over time contacts between members of the KdK

opia’s obstruction of the implementation of the Algiers

Group and representatives of the US administration,

Peace Agreement. It also confirmed the KdK Groups

therefore, became scarce. In retrospect this fact compli-

analysis that the western governments had chosen “sta-

cated matters when the OLF started fragmenting and an

bility” at the expense of democracy, human rights and

important faction was based in Washington.

inclusive politics in Ethiopia. Economic, geo-political
and security concerns had been cleverly manipulated by
Meles and his team to their benefit.
This episode cooled the relations between the Norwegian MFA and NCA for some time. In the same line, the
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Observations and Conclusions

Introduction

protagonists. One can, however, also take a different perspective by asking: Did their efforts influence the positions

During its time of operation the KdK Group interacted

of the parties despite failing to lead to a direct meeting?

with many different organizations, groups and individu-

Did it have an impact on the perceptions of the parties of

als inside Ethiopia and Eritrea and various countries in

each other? And finally, did it lead the parties to take a

the region and beyond. However, the focus of its interac-

different approach towards developments in the country?

tion were three major actors: most of its activities focused

To answer that question we looked back at both the

on the Ethiopian government and the Oromo Liberation

ERD period and the time the KdK Group was active. The

Front (OLF). More precisely, the KdK Group interacted

reason being, that most actors were part of the story in

with individuals within the OLF and the Ethiopian gov-

the whole period between the early 1980ies and 2010. Sec-

ernment. After the outbreak of the Eritrean-Ethiopian

ondly, the process of change we describe began when the

war in 1998, the KdK members also focused on dealing

people organizing the cross-border relief operation inter-

with persons in and around the Eritrean government.

acted with the then leaders of the various liberation

Therefore, it seems to be useful to structure the fol-

movements fighting the regime of Mengistu Haile Mar-

lowing conclusions accordingly. First, the achievements

iam. Our analysis is based on a “contribution from the

of the KdK group are discussed and evaluated. Second,

inside” by a few people engaged in the process, either in

the reasons why they did not attain their goals of bringing

the field or in exile. Secondly we review the involvement

about reconciliation will be dealt with. Third, the reasons

of actual or former staff of the ecumenical agencies in this

and causes for the failure of the aspiration of the KdK

unorthodox undertaking.

Group will be set in the context of developments in the
Horn of Africa during the group’s years of activity. Finally,
the lessons that could be learned from the KdK group’s
experience will be discussed. This chapter is also an exercise in self-assessment. During KdK meetings critical

How the ERD Prepared the
Ground for the KdK

self-assessments were a regular item on the agenda as well

The style of interaction or communication between mem-

as “morale boosting exercises”.

bers of the KdK Group and the leaders of the three libera-

Strictly focusing on the actual outcome one could

tion fronts EPLF, TPLF and OLF evolved and took a

conclude that the KdK effort was a failure. The members

peculiar shape during the lifetime of the ERD’s cross-bor-

of the KdK group often debated that, when it comes to

der operation. In this regard the ERD was a critical pre-

hard facts, the initiatives and efforts of the group did not

cursor of the KdK. By the time the leaders of the liberation

significantly change the developments on the ground.

fronts became leaders of governments, the perceptions

This overall conclusion, however, would be much too

and attitudes of at least some of them had been signifi-

short-sighted.

cantly transformed as the result of their interactions with

The main effort of the KdK group in Ethiopia was an

each other as well as some of the officials of the ERD. Per-

attempt to facilitate dialogue between the Ethiopian gov-

haps as significantly, the mind-set of some of the officials

ernment and the OLF. The group’s “theory of change”

of the ERD had also undergone noticeable changes.

was that the particular type of relationship that had

A number of factors influenced the mentality of the

developed between key political actors from different

leaders of the liberation fronts while the struggle against

political camps in the region and the members of the KdK

the military regime was ongoing. First, each of the three

group would allow for and provide opportunities to

liberation fronts saw itself as the midwife of a new state.

rebuild positive relations and open dialogue. However,

The EPLF was unambiguously committed to the realiza-

the KdK group’s initiatives in reality never led to a direct

tion of an independent Eritrea. The OLF comes second

meeting between the government and the OLF2. Conse-

in this regard due to its rhetoric displaying an aspiration

quently, members of the group agree that they could not

to realize an independent Oromia. The TPLF started off

achieve their goal of facilitating talks between the two

by advocating the right of the minority Tigrean society

2 — The „Bonn talks“ described above were no „KdK activities“ in the strict sense even though that initiative was closely linked to the KdK Group.
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within a reconfigured new Ethiopian state. However, its

ing a humanitarian corridor for the delivery of aid to the

recognition of the right of the Eritreans to independence

starving population in areas under their control. This

meant that it too was aspiring to realize an Ethiopian

demand was absolutely unprecedented at the time. Even

state significantly different from the extant one.

more remarkable was the success of the international aid

This self-perception of the leaders of the liberation

community in forcing the Ethiopian government to allow

fronts as the rulers of a state in the making had one very

the shipment of relief goods through areas under its con-

important implication. As the supposed embodiment of

trol to those controlled by the liberation fronts. The same

the sovereignty of the state they were aspiring to bring

practice was also applied in Sudan when Operation Life-

about they tended to reject any interference in their inter-

line Sudan made it possible to transport relief assistance

nal affairs. One of the most remarkable successes of the

to areas under the control of the Sudan People’s Libera-

key officials of the ERD then interacting with the leaders

tion Movement/Army SPLM/A, the anti-government

of the liberation fronts was breaking through this jeal-

insurgent movement, with the consent of the Sudan gov-

ously guarded aversion to interference in their internal

ernment starting in 1989.

affairs. This was not achieved overnight but through a

By the time they became state officials in Ethiopia

patient, gradual, step-by-step process that involved at

and Eritrea, it seemed the leaders of the TPLF and EPLF

times tension-ridden exchanges. Only after the leaders of

had embraced the principle of subordinating state sover-

the liberation fronts started seeing the positive implica-

eignty to humanitarian concerns – with radical implica-

tions of these tense exchanges did they begin to tolerate

tions. They collaborated in convening a summit of

critical comments of the concerned ERD officials.

regional state leaders to discuss how to formally allow

One area in which this positive change became notice-

humanitarian corridors through battle lines in the still

able had to do with the comments of the ERD officials

raging civil wars in the region. This initiative was partly

regarding the publicity of the liberation fronts in the west-

sponsored by the InterAfrica Group, a civil society outfit

ern media. This publicity was often incomprehensible to

which had loose contacts with the KdK Group. The con-

common people in the West. At other times, the publicity

tent of the discussion and the agreements forged at this

of the liberation fronts had even damaging effects. As citi-

summit were not widely publicized and is thus not amena-

zens of the western countries, ERD officials of course

ble to serious evaluation. However, the fact that this prin-

noticed the awkward nature of this publicity and its effects

ciple was even considered is striking.

and they were not reluctant to point these out to the lead-

Unfortunately, the direct opposite trend unfolded

ers of the liberation fronts. Despite initial irritations, the

during the last two decades. Conventional attitudes

movement’s leaders over time began seeing the value of

about state sovereignty have become dominant with dis-

this criticism of their style of self-portrayal. Once their

astrous implications. The protection of human rights

aversion to interference was eased with regards to public-

and the establishment of democratic forms of govern-

ity, the leaders of the liberation fronts increasingly became

ance have become overshadowed by conventional

amenable to other critical comments by the ERD officials.

notions of state sovereignty and security of the state.

This gradual easing of the invocation of conventional

This trend was also accelerated by developments within

sovereignty as a barrier to interference in internal affairs

the international community, particularly the persistent

by the liberation fronts had a surprising and long-lasting

narrow focus on governmental structures and state secu-

implication in the Horn of Africa. The Cross-Border

rity rather than a concept human development and

Operation of the ERD was conducted in violation of Ethi-

human security as suggested by the ICISS in its report

opia’s sovereignty as has already been stated. Saving lives

“The Responsibility to Protect”3. Today again in some of

by subordinating sovereignty to humanitarian concerns

the countries in the Horn of Africa systematic violations

was pioneered by the ERD and soon spread to the region

of human rights and the suppression of basic liberties

and ultimately became a global trend by the mid-1990s.

and freedoms are rampant.

This trend was initiated by some of the liberation fronts,

Another factor that strongly influenced the mentality

particularly the TPLF, publicly and persistently demand-

of the leaders of the liberation fronts was their subscrip-

3 — International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) (2001): The Responsibility to Protect. Ottawa
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tion to Marxist ideology and the Marxist-Leninist (ML)

ship of MLLT, was in due course declared as one of only

vanguard party model of political organization. They

two truly Marxist-Leninist organizations in the world, the

believed in the supposed ability of Marxism to produce

other being the party ruling Albania at the time.

scientific truths. The scientific nature of Marxism meant

Particularly in the second half of the 1980s when the

that only by strictly adhering to its methodology could

TPLF started publicly criticizing the EPLF ERD officials

one arrive at the single correct understanding regarding

found themselves in an awkward position in their interac-

political questions. The ownership and implementation

tion with the liberation fronts. Soon the same time ten-

of this single correct political line had to be protected

sions marred the TPLF’s relations with the OLF especially

from external and internal challenges by every possible

after the former created the Oromo Peoples Democratic

means. The entity that has discovered and is implement-

Organization (OPDO), an alternative Oromo political

ing this single correct understanding qualifies as the irre-

organization suiting its political objectives. Except for call-

placeable vanguard party.

ing for restraint ERD officials could not do much to avert

The universe of the vanguard party is populated by

By the late 1980s, a number of factors came together

aries on the other in which the former and the latter are

to soften the subscription of the liberation fronts to the

engaged in a life or death struggle. Adherence to the van-

Marxist-Leninist vanguard party model. Having physi-

guard party ideology totally contravenes tolerating politi-

cally driven its main rival, the Eritrean Liberation Front

cal diversity or pluralism in the internal as well as exter-

(ELF), out of Eritrea the EPLF became increasingly con-

nal sphere. The liberation fronts, particularly EPLF and

fident that it would assume the sole leadership of Eritrean

TPLF, often demanded that anyone interacting with

society. In addition, managing its clandestine vanguard

them first recognize them as the single vanguard of their

party, the EPRP, was becoming increasingly unwieldy for

respective constituencies.

the liberation front, culminating in its dissolution in 1989.

As in every other respect, the EPLF had the most
advanced and sophisticated vanguard party structure.
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this triangular configuration of conflicting relations.

virtuous revolutionaries on the one side and evil reaction-

Around the same time, the TPLF also quietly dropped any
public reference to the role of MLLT.

The EPLF was seen as the sole vanguard of the Eritrean

This softening of subscription to the ML vanguard

society that itself was guided by a clandestine vanguard,

party model started having positive implications on the

the Eritrean Peoples Revolutionary Party (EPRP). This

relations among the liberation fronts. Without this devel-

“vanguard within the vanguard” setup was perhaps

opment, the reconciliation of the EPLF and TPLF in the

unparalleled elsewhere in Africa. The TPLF duplicated

late 1980s would not have been likely. Those ideology rid-

this vanguard within the vanguard structure after 1985

den years changed many of the later KdK members. But

when it formed the Marxist-Leninist League-Tigray

it remained a delicate and difficult job to defend the

(MLLT) as the vanguard of the TPLF, which perceived

humanitarian concerns of the besieged people in the war

itself as the vanguard of Tigrean society. The OLF was

zones, maintain a committed and at the same time neu-

the least developed in this regard although it too would

tral stand in the midst of the ideological war fare between

most likely not have tolerated another entity posing as the

the fronts without alienating the movements’ leadership,

spokesperson of the Oromo society.

in order to maintain access. Fortunately, church people,

To outsiders, the adherence of these liberation fronts

even “ecumenical” ones, are not very well trained in the

to Marxism was quite baffling because the regime they

finesse of the ML debate. “Ignorance” became a virtue

were fighting against also styled itself as Marxist. The

and a “secret weapon” at the same time. In the midst of

normal expectation of outsiders was for these liberation

this ideological conflict ERD maintained its iron rule: we

fronts to subscribe to an ideology opposed to the regime’s

sit around the same table and on the basis of the same

Marxist stand. As it turned out, the struggle was over

information we plan relief operations into the various ter-

whether the liberation fronts or the military regime was

ritories under different control. This is a pragmatic as

the most authentic Marxist party. This contest over

well as ideological approach: humanitarian needs first, in

authenticity even affected relations among the liberation

our opinion; contributed to a return to reality between the

fronts, especially after the TPLF formed MLLT and

liberation movements.

started criticizing the EPLF and OLF for not being suffi-

This allowed some ERD officials to quietly advise all

ciently Marxist. The TPLF, under the vanguard leader-

sides of the advantages of pooling their assets in order to
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Members of the KdK Group, ex-ERD workers and an EPRDF delegation at a reception hosted by the Ethiopian President
(Addis; 1995).

hasten the downfall of the Ethiopian regime and end the

the ERD was dissolved and KdK Group was formed, no

suffering of the people.

effort was exerted to address the OLF – TPLF dispute by

Once its reconciliation with the TPLF was successfully completed, the EPLF started mediating between the

tapping the trust and goodwill built up during the Cross-
Border Operation.

OLF and TPLF to pave the way for forming an interim

Another area where ERD officials influenced the

government in Ethiopia, an initiative which was still

activities of the liberation fronts concerned their commu-

ongoing when the regime was unseated in 1991.

nication with western governments. The liberation fronts’

At this stage, ERD officials joined various other

conversation with western government officials, when

actors pressuring the OLF to cooperate with the TPLF in

they occurred, initially used to be quite awkward. The

forming the Transitional Government of Ethiopia (TGE).

fronts’ leaders often displayed absolute certainty about

The OLF’s agreement to participate in drafting the Tran-

their understanding and positions when talking to west-

sitional Charter which was later ratified at the July Con-

ern government officials. Any attempt to question this

ference 1991 would not have been possible without the

certainty was considered offensive, often resulting in a

application of this pressure.

breakdown of communication.

OLF – TPLF relations remained rocky as the Transi-

ERD officials were able to appreciate the different

tional Government got underway. The obvious tensions,

positions from which the fronts’ leaders and western gov-

however, failed to draw the attention of ERD officials

ernment interlocutors came from. This put ERD officials

who were mostly pre-occupied with the future of their

in a convenient situation to bridge the mismatch of com-

peculiar humanitarian agency. Between the time when

munication styles. ERD officials, therefore, often pre-
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pared the leaders of the liberation fronts as well as the

was enabling the liberation fronts to start assuming the

concerned western government officials ahead of meet-

shape of a government even before coming to power.

ings. This often involved posing questions to the leaders

When they captured the capitals of Eritrea and Ethiopia,

of the liberation fronts on issues likely to be raised by gov-

they moved into power and administrative responsibili-

ernment officials. This sometimes troubled the leaders of

ties with very little difficulties.

the liberation fronts for whom their case was crystal clear.

By the time the KdK Group was formed in 1996 with

Many of these sessions were tension-ridden exchanges

the aim of easing the tensions between the OLF and

but often resulted in the fronts’ leaders refining the deliv-

TPLF, the mood within the leadership of the two fronts

ery of their messages. At the same time, ERD officials

was souring fast. The OLF leaders were frustrated to find

also enlightened western government officials on the

themselves in an untenable situation between the TPLF’s

mentality and the situation of the liberation fronts and

demands, the requirements of western donors and the

their leaders, thus preparing the ground for communica-

expectations of their constituency. They were easily

tion whenever it occurred. This role of ERD officials of

angered by any criticism levelled against their views and

acting as “interpreters” became even more prominent

positions. They saw criticism as blaming the victim of

after the KdK Group was initiated in 1996.

aggression and harassment. Despite this some OLF lead-

An important effect of the ERD’ interaction with the

ers cooperated with members of the KdK Group in search-

leaders of the liberation fronts stemmed from the need to

ing for the resolution of their dispute with the TPLF-led

account for the use of relief aid. As has already been dis-

Ethiopian government.

cussed, the ERD’s Cross-Border Operation was quite con-

While the initiative to restore relations between the

troversial in western government circles and among tra-

OLF and TPLF was going on, trouble was apparently

ditional relief organizations. As the result, the ERD had

brewing between the TPLF and EPLF. Even though KdK

to go an extra-mile in demonstrating that relief assistance

members were aware of these tensions and raised them

was not being abused by the liberation fronts. This made

during meetings only after actual fighting erupted in

stringent monitoring of relief delivery by the ERD an

1998 between the militaries of both sides did the KdK

important aspect of the Cross-Border Operation. In order

Group realize the dimension of these tensions. The inter-

to carry out this monitoring, the relief wings of the liber-

party tension was soon followed by the emergence of

ation front had to be organizationally capable partners.

brewing trouble within both the EPLF and the TPLF.

The relief wings of the EPLF, ERA, and of TPLF, REST,

Both the top leaders of the EPLF and TPLF sensed inter-

had to refine their accounting systems in order to cooper-

nal challenges coming from their rivals within their

ate in this monitoring exercise. The relief wing of the

respective fronts. Both resorted to different forms of

OLF, ORA, was quite unable to fulfil this role, often

repression to assert their control. Perhaps more than

accusing ERD officials of wanting to exert political con-

anything else, this concern of the leaders on both sides

trol. For various reasons the volume of relief channeled

obstructed the efforts of the KdK Group to avert the out-

into OLF controlled areas though ORA was quite insig-

break of full-scale war between Eritrea and Ethiopia.

nificant in comparison to what was entering the areas

This can be attributed to one important factor: leaders

under the control of the EPLF and TPLF through their

who have to look over their shoulders lest they are under-

respective humanitarian wings. Therefore, the ORA’s

mined by their internal challengers cannot make bold

deficiency in accounting, monitoring and reporting

decisions as advised by the KdK Group.

remained of little consequence during the struggle.
The repercussion of being sufficiently organized in
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order to qualify as able and reliable partners of the ERD

From ERD to KdK

also spread to other spheres of the EPLF’s and TPLF’s

The KdK Group was an unconventional initiative born

activities. The EPLF, which was already a well-organized

out of its equally unconventional precursor, the ERD.

front when it started interacting with the ERD, refined its

Members of both the ERD and the KdK Group were con-

structures and practices as the result of the demand of the

scious of the fact that their approach was controversial to

ERD. The TPLF followed suit and polished not only its

both relief delivery agencies as well as peace initiatives.

relief wing but also its political and military organiza-

They consciously experimented with this unconventional

tional approach. The overall result of the development

approach. Despite their patchy success record, one
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important conclusion can be drawn from their efforts.

tium had been treated like a pariah by most mainstream

They were determined to bring about change and worked

aid and development agencies, most northern govern-

hard towards that goal. And they were convinced that

ments and all but one or two African governments and

change cannot come about by applying mainstream con-

also the whole UN family of agencies.

ventional methods. Appropriate, tailor-made approaches

This controversial debate also took place within the

were needed. Only by thinking outside the box could

ecumenical agencies. Most of the ERD member agencies

problems that had endured and accumulated over dec-

prior to 1991 also had a partner network in Ethiopia work-

ades be resolved. KdK members thought outside the box

ing in government held parts of Eritrea. Some also had

and urged their interlocutors within the leaderships of

field offices in Ethiopia. National European and North

the liberation fronts to do the same.

American churches had often long-standing relations

The ERD in its public and political actions prioritized

with various churches and agencies in Ethiopia and Eri-

the channeling of relief to populations in need over other

trea. All had one or another form of relation with the Ethi-

concerns. The KdK Group was more modest after it was

opian Orthodox Church. The liberation movements, on

formed in 1996. Relations among its members were not

the other hand, had anything but “Christian credentials”.

hierarchical but were marked by collegiality and solidarity.

Therefore, during the war there had been a strong ten-

The group’s composition remained very stable over the

dency to stay with the Ethiopian partners working in gov-

years and trust grew among them. This enabled its mem-

ernment controlled areas and not to alienate the Mengistu

bers to be frank and honest in the internal debates and to

regime. Within the ecumenical agencies there was a clear

be frank when interacting with their contact persons

preference to try to deal with the “beast one knew” over

within the liberation fronts and European governments.

getting involved with the beasts mainly unknown.

The members of the KdK Group built their conflict

Some European mission societies who for many dec-

mediation and peace-building efforts on their experience

ades had been on the ground in Oromo inhabited areas of

and their contacts and relations when they were active

Ethiopia had different positions. Their staff had wit-

during the ERD era. Their personal credentials were an

nessed the repression of Oromo people and the devasta-

established fact with some of the key leaders in the new

tion created by forced resettlement programmes and

governments due to their involvement during the long

overall neglect of the interests of the Oromo people by

liberation wars against the Mengistu regime.

both the previous imperial government as well as the
military regime.

The Significance of the
Ecumenical Context

A generation of ecumenically-minded people from
the first decade after the Second World War had come to
positions of leadership by the mid 1980ies especially in
Western European and some progressive Northern Amer-

The ERD dissolved itself in 1991/92. As an organized net-

ican churches and ecumenical agencies. Many of those

work the KdK Group started operating in 1995/96. There

had personally been exposed to and engaged in the thriv-

had been a hot and controversial debate about the deci-

ing ecumenical movement, from the local ecumenical

sion to close the ERD operations and to end the consor-

youth movement to positions in the World Council of

tium of 12 ecumenical agencies. Some felt that the trust

Churches (WCC). This “ecumenical exposure” had opened

built and the good relations with the new rulers should

their view on the world outside their own church, country

be used to lobby for inclusive development models in

and continent. Many of them also either had firsthand

both Ethiopia and Eritrea. But a majority of the ERD

experience of the evils of WW II, or direct access to that

members argued that ERD had been formed and main-

recent history.

tained, often against all odds, by the humanitarian

One important aspect in the development of the ecu-

imperative to address the humanitarian needs created by

menical agencies was the increasing public support for

the mixture of protracted war and recurrent drought. The

church-based agencies. While church attendance and

war was now over. ERD had served its purpose. To

membership was beginning to decline the role of church

address the needs of a post-war era new structures were

as “Diaconia” both at home as well as abroad remained

necessary. In addition it was pointed out that until very

close to the heart of people. Increasingly also govern-

close to the fall of the Mengistu regime the ERD consor-

ments provide public funds for the churches’ humanitar-
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ian and development activities. This created a fairly sta-

ment and a so-called “rebel movement” or shuttling

ble economic position for the agencies.

between two leaders of parties at war, was highly unusual

Over time in many countries the churches surren-

for mainstream relief and development agencies. But this

dered ownership of the institutions they had once created

was not unusual in the “ecumenical movement”. But also

to professional staff. The influence of governmental

within the ecumenical movement many controversial

donors and institutional donors like the EU or the World

debates took place. On the Ethiopia-Eritrea issue prior to

Bank in many countries increasingly turned non-govern-

1991 especially African church circles found it difficult to

mental agencies into “sub-contractors”. The understand-

accept that some staff of European or North American

ing of development also changed along with the growing

church-related agencies supported changing the map of

influence of governmental donors and their think-tanks

Africa by accepting Eritrea’s claim of independence. In

within many of church-related agencies following the

fact, African ecumenical circles systematically ignored

mainstream. It shifted from a conception of holistic soci-

the Ethiopia-Eritrea issue in stark contrast to the African

etal change envisioned over a long period to a focus on

churches engagement in the Anti-Apartheid struggle in

“effective and efficient” interventions that deliver “meas-

South Africa.

urable result” in a short period. Together with these

Due to the African churches the official line within

changes in the mode of operations went changes in insti-

the WCC, therefore, was that of non-involvement. Also

tutional structures and staffing.

the “orthodox world” strongly supported the Ethiopian

One major institutional change concerns staff mobil-

Orthodox Church, which at least on the level of leader-

ity. This was far less frequent until the early 1990ies than

ship supported the Mengistu regime up to its final days as

presently is usual. The conception of development as

it had supported the imperial government before and the

long-term processes of holistic societal change, the eco-

EPRDF government of recent years.

nomic stability of the agencies and the expansion of both

However, at working level KdK members and WCC

content and volume of their programmes allowed for peo-

staff kept in contact and mutually used the knowledge

ple to have a career within the same institution and often

and experience of each other and tried to make use of the

in the same line of work. This provided for the steady

different access points KdK members and WCC staff had

accumulation of (not only) personal knowledge, relation-

respectively. This ecumenical involvement started in the

ships and a deepening of understanding. It also contrib-

time when the liberation movements were still “in the

uted to building relationships of trust and built an institu-

bush”. Later, one of the first rounds of discussion between

tional body of knowledge over a longer period.

the EPLF and an African government delegation took

The institutional conditions in the mid 1980ies,
therefore, were favorable for an operation like ERD and

place in the outskirts of Geneva with the WCC playing an
active role in getting it organized.

the activities of the KdK Group. Even though both created tensions within the various ecumenical agencies
there nevertheless also was space to accommodate

Assessment

“unconventional” approaches.
One of the most important factors of success all

Despite the efforts of the KdK Group, controversies within

through the ERD period – and also important enabling

the OLF surrounding primarily the question of continu-

condition for the later KdK period – was the solid backing

ing the armed struggle or not, continued to weaken the

the leadership in the agencies provided to their involved

movement. This internal controversy consumed most of

staff. There were many and various complaints over the

the movement’s energies and prevented it from playing a

Cross Border Operation. Pressure was exerted by various

role in the rapidly changing Ethiopian and African polit-

parties to get it stopped. Some of these complaints were

ical arena. Under these circumstances, it increasingly

directly lodged against individual staff. The leadership of

became a futile exercise to work towards a meeting

the agencies, however, shielded their staff that often only

between the OLF and the Ethiopian government.

became aware of such incidents many years later.
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The other major KdK effort after 1998 was attempting

Within diplomatic circles the KdK group’s activities

to facilitate communication between the Ethiopian and

were considered by many as interference in the internal

the Eritrean leaderships during the Ethiopian-Eritrean

affairs of a sovereign state. Mediating between a govern-

war. KdK members shuttled between the two parties to
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convince them to directly talk to each other. By reminding

unfolding in Eritrea. But it was also the presence of per-

both leaders of their common history of struggle against

sonnel of these agencies in Eritrea that in a way contrib-

oppression and their promise to the people of Ethiopia

uted to KdK group’ reluctance to become more active

and Eritrea in 1991 that there would never be war and fam-

regarding Eritrea. KdK members did not want to appear

ine gain KdK members hoped to avert another full-scale

as if they were watching over the shoulders of their col-

war. They travelled back and forth from Isaias Afewerki to

leagues stationed in Eritrea. And the local staff members

Meles Zenawi. However, they were not able to convince

were not too happy with the arrival of KdK members for

neither Meles nor Isaias to take the first step to stop the

this often caused problems with the Eritrean Govern-

war. Their interaction with both leaders and their respec-

ment. Under the emerging circumstances, the staff of

tive circles of consultants and officers obviously did not

participating agencies stationed in Eritrea could not

significantly affect the developments on the ground.

really cooperate and coordinate with the KdK Group for

Even though there had been indications of rising ten-

a long time. The KdK group members realized too late

sion between the two governments and KdK members

that their church agencies were focused on maintaining

had referred to them in their interaction the war broke

the space for continuing their development projects and

out unexpectedly. The members of the KdK Group had

humanitarian activities.

not anticipated it at this time and, thus, had to react to

According to a KdK member, soon after the end of

unfolding events and had little chance to prevent an

the war those in Eritrea struggling for change were work-

armed conflict. They had about three months to convince

ing individually and fighting lonely battles. The KdK

Meles and Isaias to end the war. At the same time more

chair ruefully recalls how the group consciously decided

powerful and influential actors had engaged themselves

to “stay in the background” and thus consciously decided

following primarily their own agendas. The African

against campaigning to draw public and political atten-

Union advised and supported by the US administration

tion to the emerging autocratic tendencies in Eritrea.

and some European governments became the dominant
players bringing the efforts of the KdK Group to an end.

Evaluating the efforts of the KdK group, at first sight
the conclusion could be that it was a complete failure.

However, in contrast to the AU and its supporting

However, assessing these efforts at a deeper level shows

governments the KdK group maintained its engagement

the group’s achievements. The KdK group was not able to

after the Algiers Agreement which officially ended the

push the three main actors to resolve their differences but

war. By then it had become very difficult to reach the Eri-

the group succeeded in influencing the parties in various

trean leaders and talk to them about necessary reforms.

ways. Building on the trust that had grown over long

After the end of the war the Eritrean government tight-

years of interaction with political leaders in Ethiopia and

ened its autocratic rule and tight grip on power. Also in

in Eritrea and using only the authority of the “moral argu-

Ethiopia the EPRDF leadership became increasingly

ment” as one KdK member put it, the KdK group was able

intolerant to criticism.

to challenge and influence the stands of the conflicting

Nevertheless, discussions between members of the

parties on some of the central issues. A German state offi-

KdK Group and contact persons in the Eritrean leader-

cial supports this view by emphasizing the very positive

ship continued. KdK members maintained contact with

impact church organizations can have in conflict settle-

some people in the (semi-) leadership and raised different

ment. What is more, he regards the approach of the KdK

issues, such as religious freedoms and human rights in

Group as a very useful contribution to the German gov-

general. All members of the KdK Group concede that

ernment’s attempt at that time to resolve the conflicts in

they could do nothing more to approach the Eritrean

the Horn of Africa. Especially the unconventional con-

Government. One KdK member pointed out that the

tacts and channels the group was able to use were of great

KdK Group was “just not important enough” to influence

value for the German government.

the leadership. The situation in Eritrea continued to

One indicator of achievement – as two KdK members

deteriorate in the subsequent years rendering also the

remarked – is the fact that the group’s involvement was

continuation of this KdK effort futile.

never questioned by the Ethiopian leadership even when

Two of the agencies related to the KdK group (NCA

they fiercely argued with each other. Most probably mem-

and DIA) had operational offices in Eritrea. The KdK

bers of the KdK group were one of the few who did not

Group was able to receive information on what was then

produce “diplomatic smoke screens” when raising contro-
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versial issues. Many people consulted during the research,

between the peoples as well as between the governments

concur with this assessment. It seems likely that the KdK

of Eritrea and Ethiopia has not taken place until today.

group influenced the positions and attitudes of the par-

One last aspect, which all members of the KdK group

ties towards each other. Otherwise, the parties would not

share, was the fact that “they honestly tried”, as they tend

have lowered their preconditions and by 1998 had almost

to describe their motivation. The KdK group was one of

reached the point of having a direct meeting. We will,

the few non-governmental actors which was able to use

however, never know, since the outbreak of the Eritrean-

the contacts they had built over many years to appeal to

Ethiopian war aborted the process.

the conscience of the leaders and which did so. They were

The KdK group also challenged the OLF leadership

able to stay engaged even when they strongly disagreed

to sort out its internal differences and to develop a coher-

with a policy of one of the main actors. The repeatedly

ent strategy for a meaningful participation in the politi-

encouraged change in the region, even though they faced

cal life of Ethiopia. Even though the OLF today is an

several setbacks. The members were – and still are – con-

ineffective and exiled organization, the debate in the

cerned and care about the wellbeing of the people.

OLF and, more importantly, the wider Oromo community is continuing and will not fall silent anymore. The
KdK group contributed to opening space for a more open

Changing Contexts and the End

and pluralistic debate in the Oromo constituency, both in
and outside Ethiopia.

The interaction between the actors in the region changed

Despite lack of success, also the group’s activities in

over time. The OLF was not able to develop and inter-

Eritrea were worthwhile. By maintaining a visible engage-

nally push through a political, non-violent strategy. Mod-

ment the group encouraged many people through its sol-

erates within the OLF seemed to frame the discussions

idarity and communicating that they had not been totally

in the first years. The OLF participated in the Transi-

abandoned by the outside world. During the Eritrean-Ethi-

tional Government of Ethiopia and was initially inter-

opian war from 1998 till 2000, the KdK group had focused

ested in a rapprochement and reintegration after the

its activities on approaching both governments to end the

Transitional Government broke apart. They construc-

fighting. After the Algiers Agreement its members played

tively cooperated with the KdK group to facilitate direct

an active role in supporting the United Nations (UN) peace

discussions to settle the conflict with the EPRDF/TPLF

keeping forces that monitored the ceasefire by the United

government. Later, as the peaceful strategy did not pro-

Nations Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea (UNMEE). They

gress, the more militant wing of the OLF grew stronger.

lobbied in their respective countries and had a stake in

This eventually caused the split and the consequent

convincing the Norwegian government to provide finan-

weakening of the OLF.

cial resources. They also lobbied the Dutch government

Also the Ethiopian government and particularly

– and especially Parliament – to provide peace-keeping

Meles Zenawi himself initially seemed willing to reinte-

troops. Thus, indirectly members of the KdK group took

grate the OLF in the government and endorsed the

a very active role in maintaining at least the “negative

KdK’s initiative to facilitate direct meetings with the

peace” established by the Agreement between the two bel-

OLF. He entrusted a high-ranking delegation with the

ligerents through the intervention of the UN.

task to prepare for such a meeting and even dispensed

Besides these involvements with political actors, the

with most of his preconditions for direct negotiations.

KdK group also supported the Religious Leaders’ Initia-

Unfortunately, also the Ethiopian government departed

tive with some remarkable achievements. As early as 2002

from the inclusive strategy and began to favour a solu-

they were able to draw the attention of media and even the

tion with the OLF outside the government. It took

UN Security Council to the ongoing border tensions

actions that led to a deepening of the mistrust and the

between Eritrea and Ethiopia and the need for reconcilia-

continuation of the armed conflict. The leaders of the

tion amongst the peoples of both countries. The Religious

EPRDF lost interest in a coalition with the OLF and in

Leaders’ Initiative created space for cooperation and

sharing power with it after some time. Reasons for this

understanding between the religious groups of both coun-

might be found in the structure of the TPLF and their

tries. This is quite remarkable since reconciliation

self-perception as legitimate leaders of the country. The
TPLF’s ideology – which stretches back to the founda-
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tion of the TPLF in the liberation struggle – never really

times on very different topics and regions – or retired,

changed, not even when the struggle was over. Its lead-

they lost the kind of authority that was linked to their

ers had no sincere interest in a pluralistic political sys-

function within a church agency and remained merely

tem and a political opposition which had the capacity to

concerned individuals. Though their moral authority did

act and restrict their absolute power.

not decline their institutional backing very obviously was

The Ethiopian government’s behaviour towards Eritrea exhibited a similar pattern. While Meles Zenawi and

decreasing and so the respect of the political leaders in
Eritrea and Ethiopia decreased as well.

the political leadership maintained friendly relations

Their church agencies underwent structural changes

with its neighbour in the years before and after Eritrean

as well. This complicated the work of the KdK group even

independence, gradually, due to increasing tensions and

further. Dutch Inter-church Aid (DIA) and the AG KED

hostile activities as well as internal pressure, the Ethio-

were either dissolved or merged into new associations.

pian government changed its attitude towards Eritrea.

Structures were changed and existing channels, princi-

The former friendship slowly turned into deep mistrust,

ples and procedures were altered. At the same time, per-

jealousy and even hatred.

sonnel changes in the agencies – EED, ICCO, NCA –

Most dramatically, the Eritrean government and

caused unexpected challenges for the institutional and

Isaias Afewerki himself changed their agenda and behav-

financial support from the agencies for the KdK group’s

iour. In the first years after the victory over the Mengistu

activities. The loose linkages between the KdK group and

regime and also after Eritrea’s independence, develop-

the agencies its members worked for and cooperated with

ments in Eritrea indicated positive changes and much

– initially one of the strengths of the KdK group – in effect

hope for democratic progress. The government handled

altered into a major structural weakness of the initiative.

the referendum in an exemplary manner and supported

A further contributing factor is the fact that the over-

the public debate on the content of the constitution.

all geo-political circumstances in the Horn of Africa

Although hints of autocratic tendencies were already vis-

changed between 1996 and 2010. When the KdK group

ible, the overall behaviour of the government was promis-

was founded in 1996, they faced two countries which

ing. But like the OLF and the Ethiopian government the

struggled to stabilize after a long period of civil war. The

Eritrean government altered as well. On the one hand, it

new governments were still inexperienced and some of

abandoned the cooperative and friendly policies towards

the personalities were not used to leading a country.

Ethiopia and replaced them with a provocative and hos-

Thus, they welcomed the support and advice from their

tile attitude. At the same time, the internal democratic

old friends and members of the KdK Group. Moreover,

progress was erased and substituted with an autocratic

the relationship between Ethiopia and newly independ-

and repressive regime.

ent Eritrea was quite good and apart from some conflicts

Under these conditions, it is not surprising that the

and autocratic tendencies, positive developments were

initiatives of the KdK group to mediate between the par-

likely and expected. However, certain events and develop-

ties and to facilitate dialogue could not succeed and even

ments changed the positive prospects and played an

the best intentions did not change these developments in

important role in creating the negative tendencies which

the end.

ultimately convinced the KdK group to disband.

Over time, finally, the situation of the KdK members

One important event was the tragic failure of the

and the character of the supporting agencies changed

United Nations Operation in Somalia (UNOSOM) in 1995

drastically. The positions and responsibilities or even the

and – even more so – the conclusions the international

jobs of some KdK members changed. During the fifteen

community drew from it. Until then, the majority of the

years of its existence most of the KdK group members

international community supporting democratic pro-

went into new positions or retired. Some left positions as

gress in Eritrea and Ethiopia had critically observed the

secretary general or regional representative for Eastern

Ethiopian government and its attitude towards the Oro-

Africa in their agencies, which had allowed them to mobi-

mos. After the debacle in Somalia, the priorities of the

lize financial and organizational support for the KdK

international community changed in two ways. First,

group’s initiatives and which had given them credibility

rather than the promotion of democratization the main-

and clout to act on behalf of their agency. As members of

tenance of what it defined as “stability” became the dom-

the KdK group either moved on to different jobs – some-

inant policy in the region. Particularly the United States
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administration wanted to prevent that the Somali

ferent degrees of militancy and goals that were more and

catastrophe would repeat itself in Ethiopia. It henceforth

less not negotiable was a logical result of that policy. As

focused on establishing the EPRDF coalition as the guar-

the Ethiopian government was flattered by political lead-

antor for a stable Ethiopia and for the entire region.

ers all over the world and enjoyed international commu-

The international community also gave up on the

nity’s respect and uncritical support, the influence of a

OLF. This of course weakened the OLF’s bargaining posi-

small group of individuals with nothing but moral argu-

tion. At the same time this move provided additional

ments diminished. The TPLF cadres now perceiving

backing to the Ethiopian government. It was increasingly

themselves as important and powerful political leaders

able to act almost without restrictions – including its

not only in Africa but as members of the global power

behaviour towards Eritrea, the Oromos or its dismal

elite did no longer want to be reminded of the past. In

human rights record. Understandably, with such a degree

their discussions with members of the TPLF, the EPLF as

of international tolerance, the EPRDF/TPLF govern-

well as the OLF KdK members repeatedly reminded them

ment felt increasingly more comfortable and confident to

of their past and their promises of peace and prosperity

ignore the advice of the KdK members. It even felt encour-

for the peoples of their countries, back when they were

aged to establish an autocratic one-party system which

rebels in the bush.

enjoyed little democratic legitimacy, which certainly was
not inclusive – but it provided “stability”.

As the United States administration and most of the
European governments lavishly supported the Ethiopian

The deepening crisis in Somalia at the same time

government, the Eritrean government lost most of its

opened up a playing field for the more radical wings

international support. For the Eritrean government this

within the conflicting parties. The OLF intensified its

development was a “déja vue” – the repetition of the inter-

presence in Somalia. Both Eritrea and Ethiopia engaged

national community’s denial of the Eritrean cause during

in a proxy war by supporting various factions in Somalia

its three decades of struggle against Ethiopian domi-

– a game that continues to this day. Both regimes

nance. It thus became increasingly averse to any external

resumed what has been a long and sickening tradition in

interference. The biased interventions by the interna-

the Horn of Africa: policies based on the rule “the enemy

tional community during and after the Eritrean–Ethio-

of my enemy is my friend”.

pian war, particularly the activities of the African Union

Another significant turning point were the terror

and the United Nations, actually made progress between

attacks on September 11, 2001 and their global conse-

the three main actors of the KdK group’s interventions

quences. The Ethiopian government became a strategic

extremely difficult. The AU unintentionally fuelled and

partner of the United States administration in its “global

deepened the hostilities and aversion between Eritrea

war against terror”. It gained even greater scope to act

and Ethiopia by the peace process it sponsored and the

against Eritrea, the OLF, other political opposition

different ways it interacted with the two governments. By

groups, independent media and eventually all forms of

ignoring the underlying causes of Ethio-Eritrea conflict

an independent civil society. The international commu-

the AU prevented the realization of a sustainable settle-

nity played an active role in establishing the EPRDF/

ment between the two countries and their populations.

TPLF government as the regional hegemon in the Horn
of Africa. The Ethiopian government became more
important for the region, for Africa and also globally and

Lessons Learned

was internationally respected for this role.
The consequences of these developments for the

The story of the KdK initiative provides valuable lessons

OLF were that the Ethiopian government used the oppor-

for peace interventions and organizations working in the

tunity to declare it a “terrorist organization” and treat it as

humanitarian field in the context of violent conflicts.

such and denounce the Eritrean government as the host

There are projects today which operate in a similar way as

of a “terrorist organization”. The return to meaningful

the KdK members did and conclusions drawn from the

discussions about the reintegration of the OLF into Ethi-

KdK initiative might be relevant for future initiatives and

opian politics under this dominant framework of an

programmes:

“anti-international-terrorism ideology” became impossible. The split of the OLF into different factions with dif-

58

The Churches and Political Conflict in the Horn of Africa

••

Humanitarian agencies and workers can make use of
trust they have built and the credits they have earned
due to their work and performance. Aid workers can use
their personal contacts to decision makers effectively.

A Word of Caution from the
Chairman
To these Lessons Learned there are at least two cautionary remarks. The last we want to do is encourage “adven-

••

Relations of trust can open doors and facilitate honest,

turism” in this very sensitive work of conflict resolution.

open and serious discussions which otherwise would

We have more than enough of that today. Hence some

not be possible.

words of caution:

Trust and moral arguments are necessary but in no

development organizations caused most organizations to

way sufficient factors to influence the political leader-

be (more) “state-oriented/donor-driven” and (therefore)

ship of countries and political parties, at least not in

“non-political”. There is a need for a redirection before

the long run. Initially, trust and a credible moral argu-

the type of conflict resolution described in this paper can

ment may open space for discussion but other factors

be taken on board.

Institutional changes in the (European) relief and

••

to provide for political leverage are needed to move
from discussion to serious negotiation.

Intensity and endurance of involvement from the earliest stages of a humanitarian emergency intervention also
require some self-reflection in (European) church agencies

••

Creative and informal initiatives such as the KdK need

and relief organizations. An engagement in building sus-

reliable institutional and financial support and strong

tainable peaceful relations can only bring change in the

(personal) relations to different actors within NGOs

long run and would need the will to get involved politically

and governments to build on and to create space for

and the courage to accept and to deal with failure.

innovative approaches. However, such institutional

There certainly is work to be done!

support in most cases cannot be based on formal
mechanisms of reporting and control. The security of
persons and the sensitivity of issues will often require
that most information remains confidential during
the process which can extend over many years.

••

Relief organizations should be encouraged to undertake such innovative initiatives and to test innovative
possibilities to influence parties and groups in conflict. However, the KdK story also shows quite clearly:
for such initiatives the agencies and the staff involved
need networks, knowledge and skills that are not built
and gained within a short period of time. They require
“deep knowledge” of systems, processes and personalities that is not learned by books.
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Annexes

Time Lines of Ethio-Eritrean History
January 1, 1890

versity College of Addis Ababa for support. Students

Italy proclaims the establishment of its colony on the

stage the first public demonstration in support of the

western shore of the Red Sea and names it Eritrea

coup thus launching a practice that became increasingly common in the following decade. The resulting

March 1896

radicalization of the students meant that many of

Italy’s first attempt to conquer neighbouring Ethiopia

them ended up participating in the armed struggles

ends in disaster with its defeat at the Battle of Adwa

conducted by the EPLF, TPLF and OLF

October 26, 1896

September 1961

Italy and Ethiopia conclude a peace treaty which for-

The ELF launches the armed struggle for independ-

malized the border between Ethiopia and Eritrea

ence by raiding police stations in Western Eritrean
lowlands

October 3, 1935 to May 9, 1936
Italy’s second attempt to conquer Ethiopia succeeds

September 1962

leading to the proclamation of Italian Empire in East

The Emperor’s government manipulates the Eri-

Africa in which Eritrea is merged with the Tigray

trean Assembly to vote an end to the federal arrange-

province of northern Ethiopia

ment and proceeds to incorporate Eritrea as just
another province

November 27, 1941
With the last Italian troops surrendering to the Brit-

1970-71

ish-led allied forces, the Italian Empire in East Africa

Three splinter groups break away from the ELF,

comes to an end. Emperor Haile Selassie is restored

thereby triggering the infighting that was destined to

to his throne, Eritrea’s pre-1935 border with Ethiopia

last until 1981. The three factions ultimately merge

is restored and it comes under the British Military

and forge the Eritrean Peoples Liberation Front

Administration

(EPLF) in 1977

November 12, 1947 to January 3, 1948

September 1974

The Four Power Commission visits Eritrea and can-

Emperor Haile Selassie is overthrown by the so-called

vasses popular opinion finding deep division between

“creeping coup”. A committee of junior officers, called

those espousing union with Ethiopia and those advo-

the Derg, assumes power

cating independence. The deadlock among the four
powers leads to the referral of the Eritrean case to the
United Nations

February 1975
Tigrayan youngsters who withdrew from the university hold their first congress and establish the Tigray

December 2, 1950

Peoples Liberation Front (TPLF) and step up armed

The UN passes Resolution 390A (V) federating Eri-

struggle against the Derg in close cooperation with

trea with Ethiopia under the sovereignty of the Ethio-

the EPLF

pian crown
1977/78
July 1960

The Derg government suffers serious internal crises

The formation of the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF)

coupled with armed opposition in the urban areas

is proclaimed by mostly Muslim exiles living in Cairo

spearheaded by the EPRP and invasion by the forces
of neighbouring Somalia. At the same time, the ELF

December 1960
The Emperor’s own bodyguard stages a coup and the
leader of the conspirators appeals to students at Uni-
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Late 1978 and early 1979

November 20-29, 1989

With the support of troops from Cuba and South

The Derg and EPLF engage in the second round of

Yemen and the provision of a massive Soviet military

negotiations in Nairobi, Kenya and agree on a num-

hardware, Ethiopia drives out Somalia’s forces. In a

ber of procedural issues to pave the way for substan-

number of subsequent offensive operations, the Derg

tive talks

regains the territories lost to the ELF and EPLF
except the northern Sahel corner, which the EPLF

February 1990

continued to hold and parts of the Western lowlands

The EPLF resumes fighting against Derg troops suc-

controlled by the ELF

cessfully capturing Massawa after which the troops
stationed in Eritrea were completely cut off and could

1979 to 1980

only be supplied by air

The Derg launches six large-scale offensives to liquidate the EPLF and ELF without success

March 20-29, 1990
The third round of talks between the Derg and TPLF

Mid 1981

breaks down because of the latter’s insistence that a

The EPLF and TPLF launch a joint offensive against

member of its EPRDF coalition, the EPDM, also par-

the ELF resulting in its expulsion from Eritrea. From

ticipate

then on the struggle for Eritrean independence
becomes the monopoly of the EPLF

May 21, 1990
The EPLF captures Asmara and takes control of the

March 1988
The EPLF launches a major offensive against Derg

whole of Eritrea thus ushering in Eritrea’s de facto
independence

army stationed at Afabet and kills or captures about
18000 troops as well as dozens of tanks, BMs, and

May 24, 1991

other heavy weapons. This heralded the beginning of

TPLF/EPRDF troops enter Addis Ababa and the for-

the end of Ethiopian rule over Eritrea

mation of the provisional government of Ethiopia is
announced

May 15, 1988

The TPLF/EPRDF convenes the Conference on

The Derg declares a state of emergency in Eritrea and

Peace and Democracy, which leads to the formation

Tigray

of the Transitional Government of Ethiopia with the
OLF as the second most important participant

March 1, 1989

The Conference approves Eritrea’s referendum on

The TPLF announces the liberation of the whole of

whether to separate and become independent or not

Tigray subsequent to the withdrawal of Ethiopian

In order to stem the ever-escalating fighting between

troops from the province

their troops, the OLF and TPLF conclude a peace
agreement and to thus pave the way for conducting

May 16, 1989

the impending district and local elections

An attempted coup to overthrow Mengistu Hailemar-

The OLF boycotts the district and local elections

ian while he was on a visit to East Germany ends in

claiming major irregularities, which led to its with-

failure

drawal from the Transitional Government

September 7-19, 1989

November 13, 1997

Delegations of the Derg and EPLF hold the first

The Eritrean government announces the introduction

round of negotiations in Atlanta, Georgia, under the

of its currency, Nakfa, which complicates cross-border

auspices of former President Jimmy Carter. An agree-

trade thus heightening tensions between the rulers of

ment on a 13-point procedural agenda is inked

the neighbouring countries

61

The Churches and Political Conflict in the Horn of Africa

May 5 1998

July 1999 to May 2000

Concerned about rising conflicts on the border areas,

Diplomats from the US and Algeria, representing the

President Isaias Afewereki of Eritrea writes to Ethio-

OAU, work on three documents – the Framework Agree-

pian Prime Minister, Meles Zenawi, suggesting the

ment, the Modalities and the Technical Arrangements

formation of a joint boundary commission

– which one side rejects if the other side accepts. Meanwhile, Ethiopia was preparing for the final push to

May 12 1998

defeat the Eritrean army.

The first meeting of the joint boundary commission

Ethiopia launches an offensive and succeeded to

convenes and agrees to establish a technical subcom-

penetrate deep into Eritrean territory taking control of

mittee

such important towns as Tessenie, Barentu and Sanafe

May 13 1998

May 2000

The first clashes between Eritrean and Ethiopian

Intense mediation and international pressures

troops stationed close to the village called Badme

results in the conclusion of cessation of hostilities

occur and spread to other points on the common bor-

agreement

der in the following days
Eritrean troops supported by tanks penetrate deep

December 12 2000

into Ethiopian-administered areas, particularly the

The Algiers Peace Agreement is finally signed by

contentious village called Badme

the leaders of Eritrea and Ethiopia bringing the war

Ethiopian parliament condemns Eritrea’s aggression

to an end

and demands unconditional withdrawal failing
which it threatens to resort to force in order to regain
lost territory

April 13, 2002
The Ethiopia-Eritrea Boundary Commission publicizes its ruling on the boundary awarding the flash-

June 3 1998

point of the war Badme to Eritrea

Rwandan and US diplomats recommend a number of
proposals to halt the escalation of conflict between
Eritrea and Ethiopia to no avail

September 9 & 22 2003
Ethiopia’s Prime Minister writes two letters to the
UN Security Council criticizing the Boundary Com-

November 7 1998

mission to which the Commission’s chairman

The OAU expands the Rwanda-US proposals and

responds by citing the “final and binding” status of its

tables them as the Framework Agreement, which was

ruling according to the Algiers Agreement

rejected by Eritrea
November 9, 2003
February 28, 1999

Eritrean government releases a statement ruling out

Ethiopian troops push Eritrean troops out of the

further negotiations on the border ruling, as demanded

Badme area forcing them to withdraw 20 kilometres

by Ethiopian leaders

deep inside Eritrea
July 2008
May 1999

The UN terminates the United Nations Mission in

Eritrea’s counter-attack to retake positions lost in

Ethiopia and Eritrea (UNMEE) after demarcating the

February ends in failure

border on the basis of the ruling the Boundary Commission completely stalls
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Research and Documentation

In many ways this history fits the African oral tradition.

sogenannten KdK Gruppe in Addis Abeba vom 28. bis 30.

KdK did not produce many written statements, neither

Oktober 1996.

annual reports, nor press releases. Most documents produced were intended for discussions during planning and
strategy meetings. The two AGKED sponsored initiatives

Drewes, Manfred (1996b): Unterredung am 14. April
1996 in London.

provide a better share of written material. But still a good
body of documents was consulted in the process of com-

Drewes, Manfred (1996c): Vermerk.

posing this history.
Drewes, Manfred (1995a): Die Lage der Opposition

Documents
Cramer, Stefan (1997): Kurzbericht von der Oromo-

in Aethiopien angesichts der Wahlen zum Nationalen
Parlament im Mai 1995.
Drewes, Manfred (1995b): Eine Wahl ohne Opposition.

Konferenz in Falkenberg.
Drewes, Manfred (1994a): Gespräch mit Vertretern
Drewes, Manfred (1997a): Bericht ueber die Taetigkeit der Informationsstelle „Horn von Afrika“. Berichts

der Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) am 13. Juli 1994 im
Kirchenamt der EKD in Hannover.

zeitraum Maerz 1992 bis April 1996.
Drewes, Manfred (1994b): Vermerk.
Drewes, Manfred (1997b): Conference on Democracy
and Peace in the Horn of Africa.

Drewes, Manfred (1992): Ein Jahr nach Ende des
Buergerkrieges ist der Friede erneut gefaehrdet.

Drewes, Manfred (1997c): Die wichtigsten Stationen
des Muelheimer Prozesses.

Duffield, Mark/ John Prendergast (1994): Without
troops and tanks: Humanitarian Intervention in Ethiopia

Drewes, Manfred (1997d): Dritte Gesprächsrunde im

and Eritrea, Lawrenceville: Red Sea Press Inc.

Rahmen der Dr. W.-Initiative am 6. und 7. Oktober 1997
in Bad Honnef.
Drewes, Manfred (1997e): Fortführung der Dr. W.-Ini
tiative.

Faigle, Volker (1994): Auszug aus einem Vermerk.
Ferris, Elizabeth (1992): Humanitarian Politics:
Cross-Border Operations in the Horn of Africa, unpublished paper presented at the annual meeting of the Inter-

Drewes, Manfred (1997f ): Interview with a leader of
the OLF.
Drewes, Manfred (1997g): KdK-Dialog.

national Studies Association, Mexico, 22nd-27th March
1992.
Inter Africa Group (No Year): Aims and principles,
URL: http://www.interafricagroup.org/index.html (Access:

Drewes, Manfred (1997h): Treffen von Vertretern der

02/09/2012).

aethiopischen Regierung und der OLF vom 9. bis 12. Juni
in Bonn.

International Center for Not-for-Profit Law (ICNL)
(2009): NGO Law Monitor. Ethiopia, URL: http://chilot.

Drewes, Manfred (1997i): Zwischenbericht ueber den
Stand der Gespraeche zwischen Vertretern der EPRDF

files.wordpress.com/2011/08/ngo-law-monitor-ethiopia.
pdf (Access: 03/12/2012).

und OLF.
KdK (2003): Fostering peace between Eritrea and
Drewes, Manfred (1996a): Notizen zu einer Dialog-

Ethiopia. A proposal by the KdK group.

veranstaltung zwischen Vertretern der EPRDF und der
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Nogo, Dima (1997): Interpretation of the understand-

People Interviewed4

ing reached.
Conring, Warner (2011): Personal interview by the
Oromo Liberation Front Central Committee (OLF)

author, Hannover, February 25th 2011.

(1997): Statement on the talks with the regime in Ethiopia.
Drewes, Manfred (2011): Personal interview by the
Pausewang, Siegfried (2004): Some remarks about

author, Bonn, February 21st 2011.

the background to the Oromo seminar in Bergen.
Ericson, Jan (2011): Personal interview by the author,
Willemse, Jacques (2010): KdK proposal for the imme-

Oslo, February, 15th 2011.

diate future.
Ganns, Harald (2011): Personal interview by the
Willemse, Jacques (2008): Notes and action points.

author, Bonn, March 1st 2011.

Ad Hoc Working Group meeting.
Heinrich, Wolfgang (2011): Personal interview by the
Willemse, Jacques (2007a): KdK meeting for purposes

author, Bonn, March 14th 2011.

of reporting and updating.
Hensle, Hannelore (2011): Personal interview by the
Willemse, Jacques (2007b): Notes on a KdK meeting.
Willemse, Jacques (2003): Memo.

author, Stuttgart, February, 23rd 2011.
Hess, Helmut/Johannes Weitekämper (2011): Personal
interview by the author, Stuttgart, February 23rd 2011.

Willemse, Jacques (2002): Memo.
Lata, Leenco (2011): Personal interview by the author,
Willemse, Jacques (2001): The situation in the Horn.

Oslo, February, 14th 2011.

Briefing for the KdK group.
Normark, Sture (2011): Personal interview by the
Willemse, Jacques (1999a): Discussions between the

author, Uppsala, March, 15th 2011.

OLF and KdK held in Oslo.
Stolte, Bea (2011): Personal interview by the author,
Willemse, Jacques (1999b): Notes on combined KdK

Utrecht, March 11th 2011.

and Justice for Africa Meeting.
Tesfagiorgis, Paulos (2011): Personal interview by the
Willemse, Jacques (1998a): KdK group – Plan 2000. A

author, Frankfurt/Main, March 9th 2011.

proposal for dialogue.
Villumstad, Stein (2011): Personal interview by the
Willemse, Jacques (1998b): Sustainable peace in

author, Oslo, February 15th 2011.

Ethiopia. Concept paper by KdK group.
Willemse, Jacques (2011): Personal interview by the
Willemse, Jacques (1997): OLF consultation proposal.
Willemse, Jacques (1996): Observation paper. KdK
group consultations with the OLF and EPRDF.

author, Utrecht, manMarch 10th 2011.
Winkelmann, Horst (2011): Personal interview by the
author, Berlin, April 7th, 2011.

4 — A wide range of people were either interviewed or contacted with targeted questions. There was a generous cooperation, which both was
rewarding as well as creating a difficult task of sifting. Initially, KdK members had intended to also include representatives of their counterparts in the region in the research and interviewing process. This idea ultimately had to be abandoned. It quickly became clear that
it would not be possible to gather a representative response of all actors the KdK group had been involved with over those 15 years. It was
therefore decided to restrict this undertaking to the inner circle of KdK’s contacts.

64

The Churches and Political Conflict in the Horn of Africa

Acknowledgement

The KdK Group wishes to thank first and foremost

The KdK Group is aware of the fact that this report

Marius Labahn who during his time as an intern at Evan-

does not meet the requirements of a formal evaluation. In

gelischer Entwicklungsdienst (EED) agreed to take up

fact, it was not intended to do so. This report aims at cap-

the initiative of capturing and documenting the “KdK his-

turing the story of a very informal innovative initiative of

tory”. What was conceived of as an activity of reading,

concerned agencies and people who wished to seize

interviewing and writing that would at the most take a

opportunities as they presented themselves to contribute

few months turned out to be a process that in the end

towards building sustainable peaceful relations among

took two and a half years to complete. Marius Labahn’s

key actors in the Horn of Africa. And the report aims at

initial text triggered intensive debates within the KdK

extracting some lessons that may be useful for the ecu-

group and a drawn out process of internal critical self-re-

menical agencies in times to come. The challenge

flection. By then, the KdK Group had already unceremo-

remains: we are still far away from a sustainable and just

niously disbanded and it became the laborious task of the

peace for the people in the Horn of Africa. And the calls

chairman to organize and focus this process of reflection.

remain the same: the churches and the ecumenical com-

Leenco Lata supported the process by providing much of

munity should maintain and strengthen their efforts to

the outsider’s critical assessment.

make justice and peace become a reality for the people in

The group also wishes to thank all the persons who
were willing to be interviewed on this process. Without
their support this project would not have been possible

the Horn of Africa – and beyond.
The KdK Group hopes that this report will be found
useful for that.

and an assessment of the KdK initiative would have
remained wishful thinking. For some who were involved
only in certain stages this meant digging in their own
archives and memories. Some provided useful additional
documents from their personal notes.
Finally, the KdK Group wishes to particularly appreciate Brot für die Welt – Evangelischer Entwicklungs
dienst for its willingness to support this initiative all
through to its end. Without this the work started by Marius
Labahn would not have been concluded. And with the
departure of staff the KdK story might have evaporated
into oblivion.

65

The Churches and Political Conflict in the Horn of Africa

66

Published by
Bread for the World – Protestant Agency
for Diakonie and Development
Caroline-Michaelis- Straße 1
10115 Berlin, Germany
Phone +49 30 65211 0
info@brot-fuer-die-welt.de
www.brot-fuer-die-welt.de
Authors Wolfgang Heinrich, Marius Laban (research and
interviews), Jacques Willemse
Editors Leenco Lata, Maike Lukow, Mechtild Ritter
Layout János Theil
Responsible under German press law Dr. Klaus Seitz
Photos Willy Brüchle (Title), Jacques Willemse
Art. No. 129 501 970
Donations
Brot für die Welt
Account number: 500 500 500
Bank fur Kirche und Diakonie, Bank code (BLZ): 1006 1006
IBAN: DE10100610060500500500, BIC: GENODED1KDB
Vereinte Evangelische Mission
IBAN DE45 3506 0190 0009 0909 08
KD-Bank eG
BIC GENODED1DKD
Berlin, August 2015

Bread for the World –
Protestant Development Service
Protestant Agency
for Diakonie and Development
Caroline-Michaelis-Straße 1
D-10115 Berlin
Phone +49 30 65211 0
Fax
+49 30 65211 3333
E-Mail info@brot-fuer-die-welt.de
www.brot-fuer-die-welt.de

