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Introduction

	This is the second part of the historical work titled “A History of the Ogaden (Western Somali) Struggle for Self-Determination)”. It is a continuation of part I, which started the history from the 14th century and ended it at the time of its publication, in 2007. As this is a continuation of the first part and not a new topic, it is necessary to read that first part before starting this one. The events of this history have been related and written in chronological order; therefore, understanding it requires the events to be read in the sequence in which they happened.  

	As mentioned in the main introduction of the work in part I, this history concerns the Ogaden/western Somali region and the inhabitants’ resistance to the Ethiopian rule there. The region, which today is officially called the Somali state by Ethiopia, is also known by other names. These names include the Ogaden and Western Somali; however, the inhabitants have not yet voted for a name of their own choosing for their land. The liberation movements call the region both the Ogaden and Western Somali. In the first part, we used the two names that the liberation movements used interchangeably, and in this section, we have added the Somali state since that official name is gaining ground.

	Whatever one calls it, that piece of territory, which is inhabited by the Somalis, is geographically situated in the Horn of Africa. It shares borders with Djibouti, Somalia, Kenya, and the country that rules it, namely, Ethiopia. Due to the lack of a reliable census, the population was estimated, in 2007 (at the time of the publication of the first part), at about 4–5 million. No censuses have been taken since then, but the official estimation of the population today is about 8 million.

	Historically, the region was part of the Greater Somali Nation before the scramble for Africa, and the people lived there largely free, except for some attacks from the Christian Kingdom of Abyssinia on the western part between the 14th and 16th centuries. The Islamic Sultanate of Adal defended the region from those aggressions and eventually defeated Abyssinia by the middle of the 16th century. After the defeat, the Abyssinian aggression ceased and did not return until the 19th century when Menelik II took control of the Abyssinian Kingdom. 

	Abyssinia’s aggression resumed during the last two decades of the 19th century. The Christian Kingdom frequently attacked and terrorised the Somali region and, with the help of the main European powers (namely, France, Britain, Italy and Russia), conquered most of it by the end of that century and completed its occupation in 1927. After that annexation, the region changed hands several times. It was under Italian occupation between 1935 and 1941, and Britain took over the Somali state in 1941 but handed over most of the region to Ethiopia in 1948. The last part (the Haud and Reserve Area) was ceded to Ethiopia in a treaty signed between Ethiopia and Britain in 1954, and the takeover was completed in 1955. Ethiopia has ruled the region since then, except for a short period during the 1977–78 Ogaden War in which Somalia controlled most of it.

	The struggle for the liberation of the Ogaden began during the 14th century as a resistance to the expansionist campaigns of the Christian Kingdom of Abyssinia, which intensified after Ethiopia completed her occupation of the region and continues to this day. Ethiopia took over the region without the consent of its inhabitants in a harsh and violent manner, and she introduced repressive policies from day one of her occupation. The people of the region rejected both the occupation and the ensuing repression, reacting with protests and armed resistance. As detailed in part I, the pan-Somali Dervish resistance, led by Sayyid Mohamed Abdille Hassan, replaced Adal in the defence of the Somali territories, and it began its first operation in the Ogaden. Another pan-Somali resistance movement, namely, the SYL, followed in the footsteps of the Dervishes. The resistance movements of Nasrullah/the Ogaden Liberation Front (OLF), the Western Somali Liberation Front (WSLF) and the Ogaden National Liberation Front (ONLF) have all replaced one another in the Ogaden region since the 1950s. Somalia and Ethiopia have also fought twice (in 1964 and between 1977 and 1978) over the Ogaden issue. Over the centuries, the struggle has taken various forms and survived different generations, with many ups and downs, but it has not yet achieved its goal of liberation. 

	The main reasons for the lack of success of the struggle were, as detailed in part I, a misconception about this just cause, the world powers’ backing of Ethiopia and the inhabitants’ inability to end the occupation militarily or reach out to the wider world and gain the support of the international community. Ethiopia presented the Ogaden conflict as a border dispute between Ethiopia and Somalia in which the latter was the aggressor and branded the liberation movements as terrorists or agents of the aggressor. Ethiopia was extraordinarily successful in this misrepresentation: she got the backing of her position on the conflict from the African Union, the superpowers and nearly all of the world powers, and this broad support enabled her to also cover up her human rights violations in the region. 

	The Somali people in the Ogaden, however, never gave up hope and remained defiant—despite the odds against them. They refused the subjugation and resisted the occupation via all possible means. The struggle for freedom and human dignity began as a reaction to the occupation and the subsequent humiliations and gross violations of human rights. The struggle for the liberation of the region was mainly driven by two forces: the society’s dream to regain its independence and the often harsh realities on the ground. Both forces affected the struggle directly and indirectly by interacting with one another and, in turn, influencing the struggle. The dream for self-determination has, itself, been guided mainly by nationalism, religion and—most important of all—the need to safeguard human rights. These pillars of the dream have been the main fuel for the struggle machine; that is, they have provided the rationale for the liberation struggle. Although the dream was stronger during some periods than others, it never died because of the violations of human rights.

	In the first part, we investigated the historical development of the society’s struggle to regain its independence. The core of our investigation was how the dream of freedom lived through different generations of the society in the region during the occupation period, what prompted the formation of freedom fighters, both armed and unarmed, and how they performed. Taking armed conflicts and political, social and human rights activism as indicators of the level of the struggle—as well as the strength of the dream to live in freedom— the achievements and challenges of the struggle for self-determination were examined using observations, eyewitness accounts, and historical data. Based on the findings, it ended with a prediction about the future of the struggle.

	In this part, we will continue our investigation; we will examine how the lives of those in the society have changed since then and the evolution of the struggle for freedom, which was meant to help them. Just as we did in the first part, we will conclude with a prediction about the future of the struggle and the status of the Somali state.

	
1 The Obole Battle

	On 24 April 2007, a commando unit of the ONLF stormed an oil exploration site in Obole, near Dagahbur. In a press release on 25 April 2007, the ONLF claimed to have killed nearly 200 Ethiopian soldiers in that operation and to have removed 7 Chinese workers from the place to ensure their safe return. The 7 Chinese were handed over to the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) afterwards. For its part, the Ethiopian government admitted to the operation but reported the killing of 74 workers, including 9 Chinese workers. 

	Whatever the claim or counter claim, this battle, which was the last incident reported in part I of this historical work, was not noticeably big in operational terms; however, it was a turning point in the conflict, and its impact on the region was immense. The battle and the ensuing publicisation of its aftermath were not only a big embarrassment for the Ethiopian government in its relationship with China, but because of the operation, the regime was also forced to change its war strategies. The battle also opened a new front in the struggle for self-determination, and the consequences of the struggle and the lives of the Somali people in the region have been very grave. 

	 As mentioned in the preceding part, neither the exploration of natural resources nor the involvement of foreign companies was new. In fact, the Ethiopian Emperor, Haile Selassie, used the Ogaden’s natural resources as a bargaining chip in his efforts to reoccupy it. He did so by promising exploration concessions to American companies on the condition that the US government back his claim to the region. In a meeting in Cairo in 1945 between the American President and the Ethiopian Emperor, Haile Selassie told President Franklin D. Roosevelt that he would give US companies exploration rights in the Ogaden, that is, if the US could help him in the reoccupation of that region, and he fulfilled that promise a few years later after he secured America’s backing. 

	Since the 1950s, foreign companies from both the west and the east have been exploring the resources of the region; however, the scale and intensity of the exploration reached unprecedented levels during the Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF)-led regime. In the past, the presence of liberation movements and their warnings to foreign companies discouraged those companies from undertaking large exploration activities or starting an extraction; however, because of the competition amongst themselves after the Asian companies joined the scramble, and due to misinformation from the Ethiopian government about the situation on the ground, some companies dared to take the risk.

	The freedom fighters saw the danger of foreign companies looting their resources before them, and so, they had to react to that threat. According to the ONLF, these foreign companies and the Ethiopian government ignored their repeated warnings and continued their illegal operations there, and thus the military operation was unavoidable since it was the only warning that they would understand. The battle was the first of its kind, launched for the defence of the natural resources of the region, and as a result, it became the symbol of that new front.

	After this battle, most of the companies halted or cancelled their exploration activities in the Ogaden region and many of them annulled their contracts with the Ethiopian government. This was a heavy blow to the Ethiopian government and its projects there, and hence a reaction was inevitable. But the question was in what way would it respond? Would it be sensible enough to admit its mistakes and correct them by taking a peaceful approach and engaging in dialogue with the people of the region? Or, would it continue its suppression and aim for a military resolution? It chose the latter and vowed to wipe out the resistance movements once and for all, and in so doing, introduced new methods of warfare and policy strategies, which we will detail in the next chapter.

	 

	 

	
2 The Aftermath of the Obole Battle

	In the wake of the Obole battle, the Ethiopian government decided to eradicate the rebels. To achieve that goal, it did two things: it waged war against the whole population and established a paramilitary militia, which was exclusively recruited from the inhabitants of the region. The aim of this collective punishment was to ensure the total surrender of the inhabitants and, at the same time, deny the rebels a hiding place and cut their supply lines. The creation of the militia was intended to destroy the unity of the Somali society by creating internal conflicts and to get a fighting force on her behalf, too. In the following sections, we will examine both the successes and the failures of those policies.

	2.1 The All-Out War against the Civilian Population

	The war against the defenceless civilian population consisted of terror, trade blockades and the disruption of livelihoods. Oppression and state terror were not new to the region as, since the start of the Ethiopian occupation, human rights violations persisted. However, the severity and magnitude of these violations increased dramatically with the new crackdown. The government saw the whole population of the region as backers of the rebel movement, which it was determined to wipe off the face of the earth. By carrying out a crackdown on the whole society and destroying its fundamental livelihood, the government believed that it could achieve victory over these resistance movements. 

	Since nearly everyone was declared a suspect, particularly in the zones where the resistance movements operated (such as Dolo, Jarar, Nogob, Qorahay, Faafan, Afdheer and Shabele), each army centre began to attack and round up the people nearest to them. The captives were then given unimaginably harsh treatment, both collectively and individually. The punitive measures that were enforced included public execution, detention, torture and body dismemberment. The army would kill some of them on the spot, while others were taken to detention centres and tortured before eventually being killed there or being taken to other prisons. The terror campaign spared no one: the elderly, the sick, women and children were amongst the victims. 

	 The inhabitants of the region have often been displaced internally within the region or externally by fleeing to other countries. In the past, they used to flee to neighbouring countries to escape conflict and repression, but for the survivors of this war, there was nowhere to go—this was because of the blockade Ethiopia imposed on the region and because of Ethiopia’s dominance of the Horn. The Ethiopian government closed the borders, and in addition to this, demanded from the various regional administrations in Somalia—which it effectively controlled—to return the people fleeing from persecution in the Ogaden region. The Ethiopian agents also operated in the whole region of the Horn of Africa and hunted dissidents everywhere in that part of the African continent.

	Not only were the movements of the people restricted, but the essential goods that the inhabitants depended on, which used to come mainly from Somalia, were barred. All goods and items entering the region without the approval of the army were confiscated, as reported by the Human Rights Watch (HRW): 

	The trade embargo was rigorously enforced through the confiscation of trucks and supplies that violated the embargo, as well as occasional killings of livestock and people who sought to evade it. The army patrols the main roads in the area and has set up checkpoints at entry points into towns to prevent embargo violations. 

	Within weeks of the April 2007 Obole attack, the armed forces began confiscating commercial vehicles that moved goods into conflict-affected zones of Somali Region. In May 2007, the last major trade convoy left Hargeisa in Somaliland, consisting of 18 trucks stocked with food items and clothing. All 18 trucks were stopped and confiscated by the army near Dhagahbur, and were taken to the military base in Dhagahbur. At the end of September 2007, four months afterwards, all 18 trucks remained confiscated at the military base, according to their owners.1 

	As a result of the blockade, essential food items, clothes and many other consumer goods disappeared from the markets in the region. Consequently, the prices of the few goods that were smuggled rose sharply. As shown by the estimation of an interagency United Nations humanitarian assessment mission to the Somali region, conducted in late August and early September 2007, the trade embargo reduced the flow of commercial goods from 80 to 90 per cent and led to a rise in food prices of about 95 per cent. According to the same assessment, between 60 and 80 per cent of the region’s population depended on the sale of livestock for their income, and that trade was also severely affected by the embargo. 

	In addition to this, the government harassed and killed herders of livestock and farmers for allegedly supporting the resistance, and it frequently confiscated livestock and harvested crops. Farming, livestock and trade, which are the main livelihoods of the people there, were severely affected by this war. All three sectors were disrupted by these punitive measures, and as a result, the already weak subsistence economy dwindled further.

	The collective punishment was also institutionalised by the regional parliament when it passed two laws in 2007. One of the two laws made the family and clan of a rebel movement member liable for the damage of his/her actions, by forcing them to compensate for the loss of lives or property. The other law required the suspension of budgetary subsidiaries to the districts where the insurgents were operating. 

	As part of the campaign to starve the people and hide the war crimes it was carrying out on the ground, the Ethiopian regime expelled, in mid-2007, the ICRC from the region. It accused the organisation of collaborating with the ONLF and spreading baseless accusations against the Ethiopian government. The ICRC was the only international organisation working throughout the region at the time. In addition to monitoring the conditions of the prisoners, its assistance activities there included sanitation projects and the construction of boreholes and wells. The Ethiopian regime also severely restricted the operations of the few remaining NGOs in the region, which included Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) and Save the Children, and afterwards, also expelled the MSF.

	Despite the Ethiopian government’s attempts to hide the abuse it had been carrying out, the crackdown and the subsequent human rights violations drew the attention of international rights campaigners, international organisations and world media to the region. The Obole battle—in which 9 Chinese workers were killed—opened a new front over the natural resources of the region and triggered the new world’s attention. The large diaspora community from the region, in the west, also made huge efforts to highlight the plight of their people. As a result of the unprecedented world attention, human rights organisations, international humanitarian organisations and international media all began to report on the human rights violations in the Somali region. In fact, the US House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Africa, Global Health, and Global Human Rights held a hearing about the human rights abuses within the region.

	 During the crackdown, several human rights campaigners reported severe human rights abuses by the Ethiopian army in the Ogaden, including gang rape, extrajudicial killing, body dismemberment, village burning, forced displacement and carpet bombardment. According to the rights groups, the terror campaign was a deliberate effort to mete out collective punishment against a civilian population suspected of sympathising with the resistance. 

	In mid-2007, both the HRW and the Ogaden Human Rights Committee (OHRC) published lengthy reports regarding the human rights situation in the region. They documented, amongst other things, the effects of the collective punishment measures, such as embargoes, forced displacement, the burning of villages and the confiscation and destruction of properties. The reports also gave detailed accounts of the scope and methods of human rights abuses perpetrated against the people as individuals and groups, and in particular, they highlighted the systematic abuses of extrajudicial killing, arbitrary detention, illegal imprisonment and sexual abuse.

	 The British newspaper The Independent likened the situation in the Ogaden to that of the Darfur region because of the similarity of the human rights violations (for instance, village burning, gang rape, extrajudicial killing and more). It warned of a looming catastrophe within the Somali region of a magnitude that was similar to the Darfur crises. Other international media outlets that reported on the issue included Reuters, The Guardian and Al Jazeera, and they published similar reports about the human rights situation in the region. 

	Many international media outlets reported on the conflict following the Obole attack. However, the contribution of The New York Times was the most significant, as it publicised both the cause and the brutality of the regime. With the help of the ONLF, The New York Times secretly visited the Somali region in May 2007, with the aim of finding out the truth about the situation within the region. An ONLF team, consisting of two underground units based in Addis Ababa and Jigjiga, and coordinated by Bashir Farah, secretly escorted The New York Times’ journalists. 

	ONLF underground units smuggled The New York Times team, which consisted of Jeffrey Gettleman, the chief correspondent in the Horn, and two other journalists, to the base of the ONLF army in the region. The team stayed with the ONLF for about 9 days, making documentaries about the rebels, their cause and the lives of the population. They interviewed the villagers, the rebels and the people they met in the cities.

	Unfortunately, the team was detained in Dagahbur upon their return from the rebels’ camp, and their equipment—including most of their recordings—was confiscated by the Ethiopian authorities. However, the team managed to send some of the materials to New York before their arrest, and using those materials, the newspaper was able to produce written and visual documentaries about the brutality of the Ethiopian forces, the crackdown on the civilian population and the root causes of the conflict.

	In June 2007, the newspaper published an article with the headline “Fear and Crises of Army Brutality” and released a video, titled “Rebels with a Cause”. In the article and video, the newspaper reported on the human rights abuses that the atrocious Ethiopian regime was committing in the region, which included indiscriminate killings, village burnings, mass arrests and imprisonments with no judicial processes. The New York Times’ reporters had interviewed villagers and ONLF militants. The latter told the newspaper that the organisation had been formed to resist the oppression and that they took arms to defend their people from the tyrannical regime. 

	The newspaper not only shed light on the human rights abuses that were going on in the region, but it also pointed out the indirect involvement of the US government in these human rights violations, resulting from its support of the regime in Addis Ababa on the pretext of the so-called war on terror campaign, of which the two governments cooperated. The report was part of the information used by a congressional subcommittee hearing on the matter, which was held in that same year.

	In September 2007, a United Nations fact-finding mission stated that the situation in the Ogaden had deteriorated rapidly and called for an independent investigation into the allegations of human rights abuses by Ethiopian forces in the Somali state. John Holmes, the UN’s Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs visited the Somali region on 27 November 2007, and he described the situation of the Somali state as ‘potentially serious’. In the same month, the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) announced they were opening aid facilities in the region. 

	On 10 July 2007, the US House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Africa, Global Health, and Global Human Rights and other international organisations held a hearing about the violations of human rights in Ethiopia, in which the Ogaden crisis was at the top of the list. Fawsia Abdulkadir, from the OHRC, was one of the people who testified in that hearing. Abdulkadir presented a broad picture of the human rights situation in Ethiopia and detailed the gross human rights violations that were taking place in the Somali region. Drawing a parallel between the Ogaden crisis and the situation in Darfur, she argued that the violations in the Ogaden region amounted to genocide and elaborated, in detail, the basis for that view. In her concluding remarks, she urged the committee to act upon their findings and intervene on behalf of the victims.

	Despite this unprecedented world attention, history repeated itself. Just as it was used to misrepresent the cause of justice of the Somali people under Ethiopian rule in international arenas, the Ethiopian government again succeeded in misleading the world—by covering up its abuses and persuading the West to finance the campaign on terror. The big powers of the West were in alliance with Ethiopia on the so-called war on terror, and for Ethiopia, the crackdown was part of that war. The Western countries ignored the call for an international independent investigation because they did not desire a confrontation with Ethiopia for two reasons. Firstly, Ethiopia had already expelled the ICRC and the MSF, and they argued that a confrontation with the regime would trigger a further expulsion of desperately needed aid agencies, and secondly, they saw Ethiopia as an important ally in the anti-terror campaign. Thus, instead of condemning them, they helped the regime get away with its violations, and rather than imposing sanctions on them, they ended up funding the terror campaign against civilians. 

	The tragedy was aggravated by the West’s indirect support of Ethiopia’s human rights abuses. The Western governments not only tolerated the crackdown, but they also rejected the subsequent human rights abuses committed by the Ethiopian regime and described the violations as unsubstantiated. Additionally, they indirectly supported the crackdown by covering up the massacres of defenceless civilians and the destruction of their livelihoods by framing the terror campaign as a development and peace-building programme and funding it.

	 As was its aim, the war against the civilian population destroyed the economy of the region by disrupting their livelihoods. The collapse of the economy and the lack of available alternative resources led to persistent hunger and periodical famine. The war on terror also affected the people mentally by traumatising them. The multiple cruel punishments inflicted on them, combined with the abduction, torture and killing of loved ones in front of them, immensely affected their mental health. Eventually, the devastating war and consequent hunger enabled the regime to weaken the resistance and force the population to physically submit to its authority.

	 The crackdown devastated the economy and destroyed many lives. However, it did not kill the spirit of the people, and despite the severity of the punishments, they never gave up hope. Unlike the body, the human mind cannot be enslaved by force, and as a result, the people did not give up their dream of self-determination. Oppression is the main seed of anger, and repression fuels grief, which, in turn, increases the determination to resist. As a result, the violence and crackdowns that successive Ethiopian regimes always resorted to when dealing with the conflict did not work. 

	The resistance started as a reaction to the inhumane treatment of the inhabitants, and military force and human rights violations led to further resistance. Thus, despite the increase in human suffering, the long-term effect of the crackdown on the civilian population was as expected: an increased determination to get rid of the oppressor. In other words, it only made the resistance more determined to fight. Ethiopia has not taken any lessons from the history of this conflict, and the overall result of this vicious circle of state oppression and violence, triggering armed resistance and more repression in return, has been further bloodshed.

	By forcing the inhabitants into physical submission to its authority, the terror campaign achieved much of its short-term objectives. However, it did not bring a resolution to the conflict. The key question of how to resolve the problem remained unanswered. A just solution to the problem was not the intention of the Ethiopian regime, and therefore, a negotiated settlement was out of the question for the regime. Instead of accepting reality and finding a solution, it went ahead with its old policies of imposing its will through military means and embarked upon new strategies to enforce them. Besides that, the scramble for the Ogaden’s resources opened a new fight, which Ethiopia wanted to win quickly, to show her investors that she was in control of the situation. The new elements of the warfare strategy included the indigenisation of the conflict and the creation of a paramilitary militia. To add insult to injury, the regime in Addis Ababa contemplated the establishment of a local killing force at the peak of the crackdown, as detailed in the next section.

	2.2 The Establishment of the Special Police Force (Lyu Police)

	The paramilitary militia, known locally as the “Lyu Police”, which means Special Police, was created in 2007. At the time, Ethiopia was fighting within Somalia following her invasion of the country in December 2006. Ethiopia and her militia allies in Somalia were waging war on Al-Shabab and anyone opposed to her invasion. From there, the idea came to create a similar militia that would carry out the dirty jobs for her in the Ogaden.

	The Ethiopian military had been fighting the ONLF army since 1994 but had still not defeated the rebels. Because of that failure, the regime in Addis Ababa changed its military tactics and, instead, put its weight behind the Special Police Force to make the new warfare strategy successful. Ethiopia wanted to show the governments and companies involved in the scramble for the Ogaden’s natural resources rapid security improvements, and for that reason, she gave priority to the operations and funding of the new militia. In other words, the recruitment and funding of the Special Police Force were given the highest priority, and the methods of the recruitment process and the rules of engagement were made extraordinarily special. 

	2.2.1 Recruitment for the Special Police Force

	Recruitment for the new force started with the enlisting of the destitute on the streets and prison inmates. Taking advantage of their vulnerability, the government recruited its first group from the destitute but did not get enough people. Thereafter, forced recruitment became the primary method of drafting recruits for the Special Police Force. 

	The Somali state has not seen real peace for more than a century, and because of that, it is one of the poorest regions in Ethiopia, despite the richness of its natural resources. The terror campaign and collective punishments led to more despair, hunger and famine—and more prison inmates. The consequent ever-increasing vulnerability of the inhabitants enabled the Ethiopian regime to exploit them and garner recruits for the paramilitary militia, which had been established to terrorise and kill them. Many youths joined the Special Police Force out of despair or for security reasons. Because of widespread unemployment and the conflict-ridden situation, most youths had no other option than to join either the resistance movements or the Special Police Force. In addition to this, any youth who was not a member of the Special Police Force automatically became a suspect and was seen by the security forces as a member of the resistance movement. For that reason, some joined the militia to escape the persecution of the regime’s forces. 

	The army would round up people from the towns and villages and take them to training camps, and because of the threat of imprisonment or execution, they could not resist. Government employees were required to report for duty on short notice. As several international aid agencies reported in December 2007, the Ethiopian government was forcing local civilians, including health workers, to fight alongside the troops against the rebels. According to the same reports, soldiers barged into hospitals to draft recruits and threatened health workers with jail if they did not comply.  

	2.2.2 The Rules of Engagement for the Special Police Force

	After a short period of training, they were sent to the streets to patrol and were given full powers to arrest, kill and imprison without charge. Besides that, they were given more powers than the military army to do similar jobs and were told that they would be rewarded according to the magnitude of the atrocities they committed: the higher the violations of human rights they perpetrated, the higher the rank they achieved. As expected, these criminals in uniform used their newly found powers to terrorise communities, rape women, confiscate property, detain and kill innocents, burn villages and carry out many more crimes. 

	In addition to this, the members of the force were required, by the authority, to prove the violations they had committed. To demonstrate the human rights violations they perpetrated, they were given orders to take pictures of the victims and send them to their commanders, who, in turn, were to report them to the regional president. The government ordered every one of them to commit abuses against the civilian population, and anyone who did not comply was punished. The aim behind this policy of forcing militia members to commit crimes was to make each one of them guilty and, consequently, an enemy of society. By doing so, the force became the only safe haven in which the soldier could stay. In a way, it was also another control mechanism that was used to make them insecure and irrational actors.

	After the first phase, in which they exercised terror practises on their own community—a practice they excelled in—they were sent to the forests to fight the liberation fronts. At the time, the ONLF army was strong, and indeed, they were able to defeat the federal regular army. The morale of the regular army was incredibly low at the time because of the many years of fruitless war in a never-ending conflict. The army began to desert and some of its officers openly advised the government to find a political resolution to the problem. The Special Police Force was no match for the ONLF army, and as expected, it encountered defeat after defeat in the initial stages of the war with the rebel movement. 

	The special force and its patron turned their guns against the civilian population after their defeat by the rebels. They knew that the rebels lived on the support of the population, and killing the population was the means to cut that supply line. The regular army started the war against the defenceless civilians prior to the establishment of the Special Police Force; however, gradually, the new force took over that function. Because of their background and local knowledge, the paramilitary militia became more effective at punishing the population than the regular army.

	Unlike the military confrontation between the army and the resistance movements, the collective punishment of the civilian population yielded early results for the perpetrators. Mistrust and division within the society came to the surface in a short period due to the atrocities committed by the Special Police Force. Before the creation of that army, the conflict had been between the Ethiopian government and the inhabitants of the region. However, the killing of the Special Police Force of its own people on behalf of the Ethiopian regime changed the picture of the conflict and made the war an internal one. To frame the war as an internal regional conflict, the Special Police Force was instructed to do the dirty work of human rights violations for the federal army, and the state’s administration was given the political responsibility of those violations. The collective punishment carried out by the Special Police Force on the civilian population and the takeover of the leadership of the offensive against the resistance by the same force were the means to indigenise the conflict and achieve total victory over the inhabitants of the region. 

	As the junior partner of the regular army, the paramilitary militia, in the beginning, took a supportive role in security operations. However, as the new force grew, it gradually replaced the federal security forces in two main areas of engagement: the fight against the resistance movements and the collective punishment of the civilian population. The military waged parallel wars against the civilian population and the rebels, and it regarded the two offensives as complementary to one another, whereas the Special Police Force saw the collective punishment of the population as the primary instrument to quell the rebellion, as well as a means to suppress the voice of general discontent. As detailed in the following chapters, it became effective in both areas.

	2.2.3 Funding Sources for the Special Police Force

	Because of the totalitarian system of the government in Ethiopia and the lack of an independent audit, it is hard to get reliable data on defence spending or the source of income for military operations in Ethiopia. And it is nearly impossible to get a true picture of the funding for the Special Police Force because of the sensitivity and importance of the issue at stake. In addition to these reasons, war, corruption and the possible involvement of other governments and foreign companies complicate things even further. 

	However, we know that the scramble for natural resources was a decisive factor in establishing the Special Police Force, and it is highly likely that the scramble involved foreign parties (governments and companies) taking part in the funding and training of the Special Police Force. Independent sources have also revealed Western donor countries contributing to the force. 

	Whoever financed it, that is, all of the parties involved in the scramble for the Ogaden’s natural resources counted on the success of the Special Police Force, and they were not outsiders wishing them victory but active participants of the war against the owners of those resources. Some of these involved parties such as the governments of China and Djibouti. Neither hid their intention on the matter nor their consequent actions on the ground. These two governments made arrangements with the regime in Addis Ababa on how to extract, transport, refine, export and share the revenue of the Ogaden’s natural gas amongst themselves. They completely disregarded the people of the Somali state, viewing them as militarily insignificant, and were convinced they could get away with the robbery of the Ogaden’s natural resources. 

	Ethiopia and the West were allies in the so-called war on terror, and Ethiopia took advantage of that alliance by making its massacre of the inhabitants of the Somali region a part of that war.

	Even though the British government denied it, a leading British newspaper, namely, The Guardian, reported on 10 January 2013, that Britain had financed the Special Police Force. The report was based on internal government documents, seen by The Guardian, outlining a government tender to train security forces in the Somali region. The newspaper detailed the amount of the funding (between £13 million and £15 million), its intended beneficiary and the purpose of the donation:

	The Guardian has seen an internal Department for International Development document forming part of a tender to train security forces in the Somali region of Ogaden, which lies within Ethiopia, as part of a five-year £13m–15m “peace-building” programme.

	The document notes the “reputational risks of working alongside actors frequently cited in human rights violation allegations”. DfID insists that the training will be managed by NGOs and private companies with the goal of improving security, professionalism and accountability of the force, but Human Rights Watch has documented countless allegations of human rights abuses.2 

	From the report, Britain not only promised to contribute huge amounts of money, but it also misrepresented the reality of the situation by framing the terror campaign against the civilian population as a peace-building programme. Thus, financial contributions to the Special Police Force from the governments and companies that were directly involved in the scramble were highly likely.

	Whatever the source of the funding, the Ethiopian government gave the responsibility of administering the budget of the Special Police Force to the regular army’s headquarters in Harar. The army division head in Harar also oversaw the operations of the Special Police Force in collaboration with the head of the Somali Regional State. Despite the existence of a state assembly and a state administration, the head of the army division was the real ruler of the Somali state, even though he was not answerable to it politically.

	 

	 

	
3 The Escalation of the Crackdown

	The war against defenceless people, which the federal army had started, escalated with the Special Police Force’s takeover of most of the security operations within the region. The new militia army energised the security forces and widened the scope and intensity of the crackdown. Soon, the paramilitary militia had developed new punishment methods, such as the systematic use of rape, and strengthened the punitive measures that were already in use. As a result of the accelerated crackdown, existing prisons were enlarged and new ones were built to make room for the ever-increasing population of prison inmates. In addition to this, public places and private homes were used as prisons after ordinary (that is, regular) prisons became too overcrowded. 

	From their first encounter with the perpetrators to the end of their ordeal, victims underwent different types of abuse depending on the place or phase they were in. Whatever one might call these places where the abuse occurred (that is, a detention centre, a prison or a public or private place), the same criminals were in charge and gross human rights violations took place at all of them. In the following sections, we will highlight these places and some of the routine punishments that were carried out in each.  

	3.1 Open-Roof Prisons

	Open-roof prisons were the starting point of human rights violations. Here, victims were apprehended, abused and kept until the next phase of their mistreatment. Very often, they would also return to these prisons after the end of their jail terms. These types of prisons were not specific buildings or locations but anywhere people lived their normal lives and carried out their daily routines, such as workplaces, mosques, markets or the local streets. In other words, a whole region could be an open-roof prison. 

	The victims could be a father in his home, a shopkeeper in his shop, someone walking down the street, a farmer working on his farm or a herder grazing his livestock on the land. Each one of these victims would encounter the most excruciating abuse on the spot, whether that was psychological, physical or economical.

	For example, before arresting a father, the perpetrators would first rape his female family members in front of him and attack him as soon as he reacted, often killing him on the spot or torturing him and dragging him away. Some of the females, including the wife of the victim, could be taken as permanent wives. The goods of shopkeepers, the crops of farmers and the livestock of herders were often confiscated upon the owner’s arrest. The victims could be handcuffed on the streets or killed on the spot.

	Public execution in the towns was a frequent practice that was used by both the military and the Special Police Force. Prior to their murder, victims were paraded around the main parts of the town, and after the public execution, their bodies were displayed and left in the open for many days. This was to check for and hunt down anyone showing grief over the atrocity. In any case, no one would be able to help the victim, as any attempts to relieve or remove the body would have fatal consequences. The aim of this type of terror was to transform large towns into prisons so that no one would feel immune to the atrocities of the terrorists.

	Although victims lived in open spaces, they were under constant watch and were unable to move freely. They were frequently abused both physically and verbally, and for that reason, we call these places open-roof prisons. 

	3.1.1 Stories from the Open-Roof Prisons 

	We will present in this section some real stories from open-roof prison victims and their families. The short narratives of these victims, and the related issue of property confiscation that follows, do not cover everything, but they provide a broader picture of the gravity of the abuses and shed some light on the precarious situation victims found themselves in.

	3.1.1.1 The Magan Family Story

	Magan was a farmer who used to live in a village called Dulcad. At the time, there was frequent fighting between the Ethiopian army and the resistance movements in the area. Because of the ongoing conflict, the resistance movements ordered people to evacuate the area and warned that anyone found there would be treated as an enemy collaborator. The inhabitants left the area promptly as they were told, taking some of their belongings with them. However, they left the newly harvested grain behind, which they depended on to survive. 

	The villagers dispatched a camel-led caravan consisting of four women, two teenage girls and their transport camels to their village to collect some of the grain they had left behind. While loading the grain onto the backs of the camels, an armed group from the resistance came to the village. The group seized the women and accused them of being enemy collaborators. They killed the four women but spared the lives of the two girls because of their age. 

	One of the women and one of the girls were Magan’s wife and daughter, respectively. After the death of his wife, Magan moved to another village that was 50 miles away from where he used to live. He started a new life by reorganising his livelihood and family life. He cultivated the local land to make a new farm and married again. 

	One day, his newly wedded wife went out to fetch water. On the way to the water well, she passed by an Ethiopian army makeshift camp and, after a while, saw an armed man approaching her. She ran away from him by circling and hiding around a thick tree. His aim was to first rape her and then kill her. As some villagers who watched the incident from a distance reported, he did the latter but failed to rape her. In his disappointment, he shot her in the head out of anger and she died instantly. 

	A few weeks later, the resistance movement ambushed the makeshift camp of the army near the village. The Ethiopian army accused Magan of helping the resistance in the attack. They severely tortured him and afterwards jailed him. They also burned his farm—the only livelihood he had.

	He was sentenced to life imprisonment and spent many years in solitary confinement. However, because of ill health, he was eventually released. After his release, he had no normal life due to his poor health. He was frail and eventually died in the village from the injuries of the torture he had received. He left behind seven children who had nothing to inherit and who had lost both of their parents as well as their livelihoods. 

	Although Magan spent many years in a locked jail cell, it was within the open prisons where he experienced the most painful periods of his tragic life. It was there that he lost both his wives and his livelihood twice. His agony and suffering also ended there. He had not only been caught in the crossfire, but he was a victim of both the resistance and the government army and could not find anyone to turn to for aid. Similarly, nowhere was safe for him as both the Ethiopian army and the resistance movement had made him a target.

	3.1.1.2 The Geedi Family Story

	Geedi lives in a village called Carroguduud. One day, the Special Police Force stopped two teenage boys on the main street and killed them on the spot. The paramilitary militia later informed Geedi what they had done to the boys and where he could collect their bodies. One of the boys was his son and the other was his nephew. 

	A few days later, the Special Police Force came to the home of Geedi’s eldest son who was married. They took him to an unknown destination. After many years of relentless searching, the family found him in the central prison of Jigjiga, which was known as Jail Ogaden. The young man was freed on general amnesty some years later, but he was re-arrested a few days after his release and again taken to an unknown destination. Two days later, the Special Police Force told Geedi where they had murdered him and dumped his body.

	All three victims were murdered for allegedly supporting the ONLF. Geedi, who himself experienced detention and torture many times but survived, lives today with the killers of his sons in the same village. Most of these criminals have left the force, but some of them are still in uniform. None of these perpetrators has shown any remorse, and they all claim that they were simply following the orders of their commanders. 

	On the one hand, Carroguduud village is an open space with no walls surrounding it, and on the other hand, it was and continues to be an actual prison for the family both physically and mentally. The family was powerless when the perpetrators of human rights violations were abusing them. Now they are powerless as they are unable to bring justice to the murderers of their children or get any reparations for their suffering. They were unable to flee from the village at the time of the slaughter of their children because the paramilitary force made them captives. And it has also made them too weak to do anything about the injustice today.

	3.1.1.3 The Asker Family Story

	Asker was a nomad whose main livelihood was livestock, which included camels, goats and sheep. One day, the paramilitary force came to his home, attacked him and instantly began to torture him. While beating him, they kept asking him about the whereabouts of the rebels, and he told them that he had not seen them. They continued their torture until he became unconscious and afterwards took him to a detention centre. 

	He was accused of giving food and shelter to the resistance movement and was sent to the central jail, where he was sentenced to many years of imprisonment. After spending many years in jail, the political climate of Ethiopia changed, and he gained his freedom as a result of the ensuing reform. 

	Asker wished to return home after the release, but he could not find anywhere to return to. Upon his release, he learnt that his wife and daughter had been taken as wives by the perpetrators, and both women were raising the children of the criminals who had raped them. He was also told that some of his sons had been killed by the same criminal gangs and that the rest of his family had fled the country. In addition to this, his livestock and belongings had been confiscated by the criminals in uniform.  

	The open-roof prison Asker returned to was, in many ways, worse than the ordinary one he had left. Even though he had experienced extremely harsh punishments there, he was unaware of what had happened to his family, which was the only hope he had been holding on to. He is physically and mentally frail and needs rehabilitation. His livelihood has gone, and the survivors of his family have either fled the country or have been captured by the very same criminals who ruined his life.

	The worst thing about this type of prison is that he will spend the rest of his life there because of the new relationship he shares with the criminals. His wife and daughters are the mothers of the perpetrators’ children. He is the stepfather and grandfather of those children, and they are a constant reminder of his ordeal. 

	In many ways, the situation of these women is a more challenging one than that of Asker’s. Despite the stigma associated with illegitimate children, as mothers, they should love and raise their children like any other parent, and of course, the old Asker family should function like any other family. On the one hand, the women are committed to the original Asker family as mother, daughter and sister, and on the other hand, they are part of the families of the perpetrators who destroyed their real family. They have been torn apart physically and mentally by their conflicting commitments, which also serve as constant reminders of the unimaginable abuses they were subjected to.

	3.1.1.4 The Galool Family Story

	The Galool family used to live in a small village called Buuraley. Their main livelihood was livestock, which consisted of cattle and sheep, and they had a small farm in which they grew grain. The family consisted of a mother, a father and four sons. They had a happy life there until one of the sons joined the resistance movement. After he joined, everything suddenly changed, and the lives of the family were turned upside down.

	One morning, the paramilitary militia—known as the Special Police Force—came to the village looking for Galool. As soon as they saw him, they apprehended him, beat him and demanded that he bring his son back from the resistance. The man told the militia that his son had made his own decision without consulting him, and for that reason, he could not bring him back. They began to torture him and told him that he would not live unless he accepted their demand. One of the sons who could not bear the pain of his father tried to defend him. They swiftly retaliated by shooting him dead. Subsequently, they left the father unconscious and took the other two sons with them. 

	A few days later, they came back to the village to again demand the return of Galool’s son from the resistance. Just as they had done before, they tortured Galool—this time breaking his ribs and one of his arms. They also confiscated his livestock. The two sons they had previously taken with them were sent to jail within Jigjiga. On leaving, they told Galool that they would return again and again and continue punishing him until he brought his son back.

	The son who had joined the resistance movement heard what had happened to his family, and although it made him sad, going back to the village was not an option for him. He knew that going back home would not make a difference to his family’s situation and would only lead to the end of his life. He decided to carry on with his fight until he was victorious—a fight that ended his life before the defeat of his enemy. 

	The lives of Galool and his wife were devastated following the imprisonment of two of their sons, the death of the other two and the confiscation of what they owned. Their livestock was taken from them, their sons were gone and, because of the torture he had received, Galool became too weak to cultivate the land. As both their family and livelihood had been destroyed, their lives were ruined, and they became very fragile physically and psychologically.

	Despite the difficult situation, Galool and his wife lived with a glimmer of hope of one day seeing their two sons who had been taken away from them, but that hope was soon dashed by the news that their sons were amongst many other inmates who had died in jail from starvation and torture. The couple could not cope with this unbearable tragedy, but help was also not available because the people they could turn to were experiencing similar tragedies. 

	Buuraley, the open-roof prison of the Galool family, was also home to many of their neighbours who were in similar situations. It was a typical village where similar tragedies occurred on daily basis, and because of the common gross violations of human rights that took place everywhere, there were no other places in the region to flee to or seek refuge. Therefore, the couple remained in the village. Everyone stayed in these open-roof prisons expecting a visit from the perpetrators at any moment and fearing that the worst would happen to them, that is, until the regime change.  

	3.1.1.5 The Biihi Family Story

	Biihi joined the ONLF, and because of this, all the members of his extended family were arrested and detained. They were severely tortured in a detention centre, and during the interrogation, they were asked about the whereabouts of Biihi and the organisation he had joined. They demanded that the family bring Biihi back. His wife, who was pregnant at the time of her arrest, suffered a miscarriage before dying of a beating.

	Biihi was eventually captured by the Special Police Force. They released the family after his capture but then rearrested them shortly afterwards. They also rounded up many of the inhabitants of the village. The authority demanded that the villagers buy a machine gun for the government, which they alleged had been taken by the ONLF rebel group. The villagers had to sell their livestock to procure the money for the gun they had been forced to buy.

	They promised the authorities that they would purchase the gun as soon as they sold the livestock, but the government did not wait. They arrested all of them and confiscated their livestock. Thereafter, government soldiers killed all of the detainees. Biihi witnessed the scene of mass murder. One image from that horrible scene that has never left his mind was of twin babies lying on the body of their murdered mother seeking her help. The mass graves in which those victims were buried can be vividly seen from a distance.

	3.1.2 The Property Confiscation Trap

	All the successive regimes in Ethiopia used the confiscation and destruction of property as a collective punitive measure. However, during the nearly 30-year reign of the EPRDF, it was part of their daily routine. Resistance members, their families and suspected sympathisers of the resistance movement have been the main victims of property rights violations.

	Property destruction took place in the form of burning farms and villages, the demolition of houses and the shooting or starvation of livestock. Harvested crops, livestock, houses, real estate, farms, vehicles and nearly everything owned by the people would be confiscated. Some of the confiscated properties were used by government agencies, such as the military and the Special Police Force, while others were sold to individuals often with regime connections. Victims of property rights violations often ended up in jail or fled the country, and many of them never returned. However, because of the frequency of these violations, victims could be found in every village and town in large numbers. 

	Violations of property rights are very widespread and most inhabitants of the Somali region have experienced this problem either directly themselves or indirectly through family members who have been victims. However, the conflicts related to confiscated property whose owners are still present and is being used by the perpetrators or by new buyers are amongst the most difficult and painful cases. The disputes that break out are often between an occupant of confiscated property—such as real estate, a farm or a house—who claims to have been given it by the government and the real owner of that property or between the new buyer of the confiscated property and the original owner. Since the conflicts are predominantly between the victims of human rights violations and the perpetrators of the abuses and their associates, the conflicting parties are not equal in terms of the power and resources they hold.

	In many cases, the victims are just as powerless as they were when their property was first taken away from them. They see their desperately needed land, livestock or house in front of them, but they cannot exercise their property rights. And that powerlessness makes them prisoners even though they live in open spaces. They cannot forget the property they see before them, and they are unable to get it back legally or otherwise and, therefore, remain trapped by it. They feel imprisoned because of the deprivation of their property in the same way that a prisoner feels confined when he loses the freedom of movement. In both cases, the rights that have been taken away are what make them prisoners. 

	3.2 Ordinary Prisons: Jail Ogaden

	Ordinary prisons are places of incarceration where the movement of an inmate is confined and restricted to a prison cell. Such jails existed at one point in every zone and town of the Somali region. The larger jails were in Jigjiga, Bayahow, Godey, Dagahbur, Qabridaharre, Wardheer, Dire Dawa and Fiiq. The recently closed Jigjiga Central Prison, also named Jail Ogaden, was the largest in the region.  

	It is not possible to cover everything that happened in these prisons in a single book; therefore, we will not be narrating stories from all the prisons listed here. Instead, we will take Jail Ogaden as an example since what happened at that jail is representative of what took place at other prisons in the region. Stories from that central jail should suffice. 

	The regional TV channel and other media outlets have made documentaries about this jail. They conducted interviews in which former inmates spoke about their experiences of that prison in detail. We will summarise some of those testimonies here. 

	The infamous central jail of Jigjiga, commonly known as Jail Ogaden, was a dreadful place. It was built in 1996 and closed for good in 2018. During this period, it was home to thousands of people, and because of the large number of people who were imprisoned there, nearly everyone in the region has either been imprisoned there themselves or knows someone who was imprisoned there. Victims were not imprisoned for any definable legal reason, and most inmates were never charged or convicted of any crime. 

	Far too many people have been imprisoned in Jail Ogaden for committing no crimes and have lived in unthinkable conditions. The inmates were abused physically, sexually and psychologically; they were subjected to unimaginable torture, including beatings, drownings and rape. They were starved, humiliated, had no access to medical care and were not allowed to contact their families. As a result of these inhumane treatments and punishments, many of them died and many others became disabled. Some of them also lost their reproductive organs because of the severe torture they were subjected to. They expected death to come to them at any moment, and some of them even wished death to come sooner rather than later because of their unbearable suffering. 

OEBPS/images/image.png





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
A History of the

Ogaden (Western Somali) Struggle

for Self-Determination
Part 11 (20072021)

Mohamed Mohamud Abdi





