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The Ethiopian constitution provided for  nine national regional states that 
constituted the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. The Southern  
Nations, Nationalities and Peoples’ Regional State  is one of them 
recognised by the 1995 federal constitution.  While all the other regions were 
named after the nation  or nationalities in their respective states, the 
SNNPRS was  the only region that was  named after  its geographical 
location. This happened after regrouping of several  regional states that 
existed  during the transition period(1991-1994). Those who participated in 
the constitutional debate were divided in the nomenclature of the region, 
according to sources in the constituent   assembly.  Creating  the SNNPRS  
was reasoned that  there were similarities in psychological make  up of the 
nations and nationalities in the Southern  part of Ethiopia  and also of the 
fact that they were victims   Of the burden of national oppression by the past 
regimes. It was also felt that coming together would help  them complement 
each other.    There  was  an apparent  fear that fragmenting the 56 NNPs 
that belonged  to  this part of the country would have been   tantamount to  
balkanising the country. 

The years after the formation of the Regional State, were  not easy ones. 
Conflict raged here and there and  the fate of the region was at stake like 
now. In stead of building  region wide unity and solidarity, elites of the 
nations and nationalities  used identity as a cover  to pursue their parochial 
interests. The leadership in the region, both political and administrative, was   
insensitive and was unconscious or ignorant on   how delicate, complicated 
and complex managing such a diverse community  with varied  interests, 
given the prevailing political economy of backwardness and  poverty.  

Building unity within  diversity was more of  a juicy  motto  than reality that 
was not accompanied by requisite  political, social, economic and  
infrastructure integration. Managing such diversity requires leadership  with 
wisdom and conscious of the needs of each group and treating  them with 
fairness, justice and equality. Democratic nationalism have been raised quite 
often but the concretisation of it remained unsatisfactory. It was  not seldom 
that the question of fair and just sharing of power and resources among all 
the  nationalities zones in the region was raised.  This should have been  
addressed   in a very transparent and open manner  so that every group feels 
at home and remains comfortable within the region they called their own or 
belonged to. A  sense of isolation and marginalisation, has become a source 
of frustration and now taking its toll on the region.

Responses to the following questions will simply share some lights on  what 
the challenges are. How fairly  is  infrastructure distributed  in this vast 
region? How balanced is  the supply of    clean  drinking water and 



distribution social amenities  in the region? How  proportionally  is  each 
nation, nationality and people represented at all levels of the region’s state 
organs and bureaucracy? Are  all given equal opportunity and the means to 
exploit the natural endowment  each possess? The extra budgetary resource 
allocation at the centre has always remained not only  unexplained but also 
has been a source of discord. The  issue of good governance and effective 
and efficient service delivery of the state and its institutions remained  
burning issue in the region. These  concerns coupled with the 
overemphasised  orientation of   identity politics undermined the unity and 
integrity  of the peoples of the Regional State. 


To state that current situation in the region is very worrisome is an  
understatement.  The capacity of the governing party  and the regional state 
to contain and manage the ongoing  crisis situation appears to be not 
reassuring. To  forecast and analyse, in advance, the emerging trends and 
setting appropriate preventive policy and long term policy and  strategy  
seems  nonexistent. The capacity to  manage conflicts  and post conflict 
rehabilitations and resettlement is very limited.

What transpired in the last three years in different parts of the country was 
unhelpful. It rather   inspired several youth groups in various zones of the 
region to create the  movement of their own. Fortunately or unfortunately, the 
youth  movement in the region was not coordinated and hence it had very 
limited  region wide impact. It was confined to the respective zones and was 
very localised, which  clearly the reflection of a typical structural deficit in the 
South. 

Many  political observers  are inclined  to state   that the  region  by any 
measure is very fragile and shaky  at the moment. The attitude to arm twist 
the state and put pressure to  given in  to any legitimate or illegitimate 
demand has  widely been observed  as the rule of  engagement. 
Lawlessness is rampant. Local administrations are paralysed. The chain of 
command is broken. Respect for   law  and   rule by law is being challenged 
and  mob justice instead is being applied.  In  many parts the region, the 
youth have taken the law into their   own hands. Not in few  places public 
properties  have been burnt down, as if that will solve the problem. Private  
properties and state owned   enterprises have been looted and vandalised. 
Regrettably, USAID in Ethiopia just declared that it ceased its operation  
completely in the South  because of lack safety and security. This is clear 
manifestation of the inability of the regional state to ensure  safety, security 
and stability not only for foreign agencies but also for its own people. 


What took place  in Hawassa,  Woliata Soddo, Wolqite, Gedeo, Segen area 
and in Western  Zones  are sufficient enough   to substantiate the situation 
the region is in. Later on,  Dawuro, Konta and Gofa zones joined the club of 
destruction. No one can tell for sure who is  in command in  many parties  of 
the region. Many youth groups have forced  officials to take measures 



including removing officials from office and brining in persons of their own 
liking in  total disregard of the set standards and rules of  procedures. More  
disturbing, however  is the laxity of law enforcement agencies. Their appetite 
to face the challenge and their  morale to  act and take measures have been 
down and the public has lost confidence in the system for their safety and 
protection of their property. The destruction in many towns occurred in broad 
day time in front of police forces. 


Politically speaking, forces of all outlooks came in support of the change and 
joined hands    in this unholy alliance of destruction. The essence of the 
change in the country to great extent was  misinterpreted and 
misunderstood by many. The change can only succeed if all behave within 
the framework and limits of the existing law and institutions. Otherwise, we 
may end up in a crisis that will be to big and to complex to contain. This has 
to be  tamed and it is time that both regional and federal government ensure 
rule of law and discharge the primary responsibility of state. Government 
alone cannot handle the situation and all actors should listen to each other 
and debate and dialogue instead of pursuing   concerns by violent means. 
Difference should  be sorted out in a civilised manner.   Street violences and 
destruction will only take back the  achievements  and at the same time will 
not help solve  problems. It is a collective collateral damage that are being 
incurred  on oneself. Supremacy of law and respect for rule of law is a must 
to ensure stability and peaceful change and manage smooth transition.


The regional state’s reluctance and hesitation to address head on   various  
outstanding issues is costing the region very handsomely and the region is 
paying high  price, at times,  prices  of an irreplaceable human life.  


Take for instance,  the recent inhumane and barbaric   act    in Hawassa, the 
capital city of the region, the city so developed and grown fast with huge 
investment of the Regional State. No other city in the region  enjoyed the 
support of the regional state and as privileged as  Hawassa, because it was 
believed that it is the city that belonged  to all the peoples of the Regional 
State. From what we observed recently, it is not any more the city cherished 
by all to live, invest, visit and do business. 

The aftermath of Fiche Chambala( annual celebration of the Sidamas), can 
only attest to the claim. What happened to the Woliata community, was  
essentially ethnic cleansing. Based on their identity, their houses and work 
places were marked for killing and  destruction. The killing was not only  
criminal and    inhumane but too crude to bear for human being. Dead 
bodies were burned  in cruelty. People, because they identified  themselves 
as Woliata, paid the ultimate price with their precious human life, regrettably. 
This simply begs to raise, why such evil act was carried out on   fellow 
human being? What can possibly  justify such an act of brutality? This is a 
question  no one has a clear cut answer with certainty. This is a million dollar 



question that ought to be answered by the authorities  by way of ensuring 
justice and accountability. There  are different schools of thoughts that were 
being advanced   regarding the why. The dominant thought is that because t  
some members of the Sidama community wanted the innocent Wolaitas to 
leave the city,  as they aspire and demand for their own National regional  
State. If this appears to be  the case, what  has this got  to do with the killing 
of innocent human beings who know nothing about politics nor do they have 
any decision making authority? How would this,  by an stretch of 
imagination, be connected to their demand? Unbelievable and 
incomprehensible to digest and swallow. The means never justifies  the end, 
in this case.

To add insult to the injury, no  culprit  of that massacre was   brought to 
justice so far. Justice has not only  been delayed but apparently it is being 
denied. The recent reconciliation ceremony in both Hawassa and Soddo   
was nothing more than public relations exercise, because it was not based 
on justice and truth. That was a total insult to the conscious of the victims. It 
was the victims who should forgive and it was the culprits who should beg 
for foreignness if genuine reconciliation were to have happened. 

Millions have been displaced from  their own places in Hawassa, Gedeo, 
Amaro, Burji and in  many other parts of the region. No body took any 
responsibility. Clearly, there cannot be unity and peace  without justice and 
accountability. Those who were at the helm of the administration were re-
elected  to the party leadership, in total defiance of accountability and 
responsibility. Impunity must stop. Leadership that lacked  moral 
responsibility and authority    has  no integrity and self esteem and do not 
enjoy the trust of the electorate. That is why the rank and file of the party 
wondered  if SEPDM has embraced the change swiping  the country. 
Change is not  about rhetoric but it is   about action,  it is walking the talk. 
Without measurable  and concrete action, there  is no way to convince those 
who are in the doubts wether SEPDM is change agent or not. 


What is Next  to the Party  and the Region? 


Despite the current daunting challenges in the region, no one could 
undermine  or ignore what was achieved in  the last two decades. Progress 
in socio-economic and infrastructure development is very discernible. No 
doubt  the region could  and should have done   better. The issue of fair and 
just distribution, however, remains critical  question. 

Politically, merging of dozens of  ethnic based political groups into  one 
political movement was not  a small thing in itself.  In a similar fashion, 
managing  56 diverse groups in one administrate region over the last two 
and a half decades, could also be seen as an achievement that many take 
great pride in. Many times, the region was dubbed as mini Ethiopia. It is 
these political and socio economic gains made over the years that face a 



formidable challenge now.  Undoubtedly, the region’s fate is now hanging on 
the balance.  

Although no detail and sustained public engagement was undertaken in 
promoting unity  and integrity of the region, efforts that brought together the 
nations and nationalities occasionally created some sense of unity and 
allowed one to know the other better. However,  unity was not well solidified 
and cemented by political dialogue and debate that articulated the 
importance of coexistence. Even within one political and administrative 
system, people   easily  identify themselves with  their fellow language or 
cultural  groups. That was not unexpected. 

The existential challenge  facing the region now is the long standing demand 
for self rule by the Sidama nation, inter alia, with its attendant problems. This 
is a thorny issue now posing threats  to  the existence of the region as one 
political and economic entity. In view of the fact that no  candid and deep 
debate and dialogue was undertaken  in the merits and demerits of the quest 
and the push factors  behind it, it appears that the community is determined 
to part its way and the legal procedure is well underway. In recent article, on 
Ethiopian Insight the Sidamas are tempted to go their own way not only 
because of their numerical strengthen but also because they now have a well 
developed city, Hawassa, industrial and agro processing  parks, university 
and airport, a highway that is being constructed( the demand has been way 
before all the investments). By the way all the investments are either by the 
federal government or  regional state. At any rate wether this is  the case or 
not,  I strongly believe that they will better off within the current 
arrangements. Only if they remain within the current regional state,  can they  
benefit from the investments fully. All investments in return need market and 
consumer.

The regional council in its recent session gave its  node to proceed with the 
demand. The elites from the community have successfully promoted the 
agenda  and now it seems that it has reached to  a point of no return. The 
count down has already begun. Some from the community  would intimate 
that it’s  relative numerical strengthen that plays a  big factor. 

I have no intention to argue as to what the community would achieve by 
divorcing   from the rest of the nations and nationalities in the South. My only 
wish  was that there was  a forum for candid political debate on the matter. 
The silence on the matter  is totally unfair for the rest  in the region.

Be that as maybe, the big question now  is what will be the fate of the 
remaining 55 nations and nationalities? And hence the fate of the region and 
the ruling party? Will the remaining hold together ? That is the big question 
the leadership of not only SEPDM but also EPRDF should take up  now. 
Failure to do so will have severe consequences not only to the region but 
also  to the country. There are youth movements, here and there, demanding 
for self rule as the  demand by Sidama is  met. Woliata, the   Western zones 
who have been bitterly and legitimately complaining about fair and just 
treatment are, are  candidates now. The Kaffa Zone Council In its recent 



sitting has officially decided  to have its Regional  State  and the demand will 
formally be submitted to Regional Council, according to media reports. 
Similarly, the   Gurage Zone followed suit. Others are warming up.

To my surprise and the surprise of many, the Regional  Council’s  reluctance  
to  debating about the rest of the constituencies in the region was 
unbecoming and very hard to understand. 

The Sidama Representatives played their card  very well in defending the 
‘interest’ of their community, while the rest remained muted  about what will 
happen to their respective constituencies! That is the saddest part of the 
decision. They council even did not discuss how the transition will be 
managed. What is next to the region, time will tell. 

However, there is  no   doubt that this will inspire many in the region to take 
the lead from the Sidama. The Wolaita, The Gurage and the Kaffa  Zones are  
already inspired  by the decision and it will not take so long for them to 
exercise their right to form their own national regional state.The constitution 
formula is so simple, getting to two third majority support of the zonal 
council. The rest is a matter of formalities.  Now that the region has opened 
up a pandora box, there will be no moral  and  persuasive arguments to 
challenge the next line ups.   

The silence of the federal government and the ruling party is mesmerising.  
Although this is a constitutional matter, at least  political discussion and 
debate   at party level is well in order. Does this then suggest that the 
disintegration of the region has no implications or consequence for the rest 
of the country? Given the new motto of unity of Ethiopia, one would very 
cautiously  reply to the above question in the affirmative. However, the 
silence can only bear negative  consequences. 

The initiative by the PM to study the current arrangements of federal states 
and identity in Ethiopia maybe one explanation that the federal government 
lost keen interest in what is going on in the region. It is not good enough a 
reason in my  view.  Although we are racing against time, there should be a 
region wide political debate and discussion regarding  the future of the 
region. The nations and nationalities are entitled to have a say in the fate of 
the region. And I  wish these fora are organised and led by a neutral body 
other than the existing party and government structures. That is when will  
get the right feedback from the public. I am proposing this from  experiences 
in the past where the so called public fora  have been public relations 
exercise that simply echos what the party leadership wish to hear. A new 
approach is needed to get candid and genuine public opinions. In recent, 
media report the head of the Secretariat of SEPDM indicated that the 
decision by the  zonal  councils is constitutional but against the direction of 
the political direction set by the recently concluded convention of the party. 
This is at least laughable. How come  political direction override 
constitutional rights?  Political directions are not above the constitution and 
the party should undertaken that political exercise not now when many have 
made up their minds.




Personally, I would opt for the unity and integrity of the region provided that 
there  is fundamental change not only in attitude but also in democratic 
treatment of all the constituent members  making the region. With fair, just 
and equal treatment of each and all, there  is a good  reason to   favour  
coexistence. 

If one were to go by what transpired in the region in the last 27 years, no one 
in sound mind will favour the unity and integrity of the region to continue. 
Change must come, without which it is hardly possible to preach for and 
promote  unity! Unity cannot be forged at the expense of the majority. It is 
incumbent upon the leadership and the general public to undertake soul 
searching exercise in the future fate  of the 55 nations and nationalities in the 
region. The mockery of justice must stop and avoiding double standards is 
absolutely important to hold the region together. 

If the Sidama demand for self rule is realised( which is a foregone 
conclusion), then the country is heading to witness the 10th Regional State in 
the making and  many more are lining up. Clearly that will dictate change of 
some articles in the federal constitution and maybe may lead to rewriting  the 
region’s constitution. How will all these fit into the exercise initiated by the 
federal government, one has to wait and see! Luck will be on us if this 
exercise is followed through orderly, peaceful and legally. There are thorny 
issues of the divorce process, a process that will entail fairy dividing 
collective investment, resources and public properties. More importantly the 
fate of other nationalities that are residing in Hawassa and other parts of 
Sidama.  Their right to live, work and move freely should be guaranteed.  

May almighty mileage upon the nation’s, nationalities and peoples of the 
Southern Ethiopia.


