
 

 

 

BELATED NEWS OF ETHIOPIA ROOM (YE-ETHIOPIA ADARASH) 

INAUGURATION AT FAO, ROME, ITALY 

Aseffa Abreha 

Brief Background to the Establishment of FAO 

Three main steps were taken in the establishment of the Food and Agriculture Organisation 

(FAO) of the United Nations. First, the holding of the United Nations Conference on Food 

and Agriculture at Hot Springs, Virginia, United States of America; second, the setting up of a 

United Nations Interim Commission on Food and Agriculture to make the necessary 

preparations for FAO’s formal establishment; and third, the holding in Quebec, Canada, of the 

First Session of the FAO Conference, at which the process of formation of the Organisation 

was completed.  Ethiopia was among the founding members and together with Liberia, they 

made up the only sub-Saharan African countries at the time. 

Washington D.C. was selected as the temporary Headquarters seat for FAO until the 

beginning of 1951.  During the Fifth Session of the FAO Conference in November-December 

1949, Italy won the competition to house FAO; thus the Headquarters seat was transferred 

from Washington D.C. to Rome in February 1951.  The building which served as the former 

Italian “Ministry of Overseas Territories or Colonial Office” housed the FAO.  The Axum 

Obelisk, looted by Mussolini, was installed in front of this building until it was reclaimed by 

Ethiopia and reinstated to its original home, Axum.  

There are three United Nations Food and Agriculture Agencies that are based in Rome.   

Rome has, thus, become the hub of the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) of the 

United Nations, World Food Programme (WFP) and the International Fund for Agricultural 

Development (IFAD). 

First Establishment of the Ethiopia Room 

During the 1959 FAO Conference, the then FAO Director-General, Mr. B.R. Sen, requested 

member governments to participate in the furnishing of meeting rooms.  The Government of 

H.I.M Haile Selassie 1st gave an undertaking through a letter No. 4445/7/56 of 14 May 1964 

by H.E. Ato Akalework Habtewold, the then Minister of Agriculture, to furnish one of the 

meeting rooms once the building was ready for use.  In 1964, as the building neared 

completion, the Government of Ethiopia generously made available to the FAO the required 

funds to provide conference tables and chairs, simultaneous interpretation equipment and 

decorations consisting of typical Ethiopian scenes.  On 8 June 1965, Mr. B.R. Sen, Director-

General of FAO, received the Ambassador of Ethiopia to Italy, Ambassador Addmew 

Tessema, for the official inauguration of  the Ethiopia Room.  



There are 18 FAO member countries that have meeting rooms under their names.  Three of 

them are African countries which include Ethiopia, Gabon and Nigeria.  The Ethiopia Room 

of the time used to accommodate 57 persons. 

After the completion of the Room and all necessary expenses for refurbishing and decorating 

were paid by Ethiopia, the then Assistant Director-General for Administration and Finance of 

FAO wrote to Ato Yohannes Habtu, Director-General of Economic and Technical Assistance 

Office of the Ministry of Agriculture on June 4, 1965 appreciating the availability of the funds. 

The Assistant Director-General further informed Ato Yohannes that he had taken the liberty 

of transferring the very small balance unspent to the Organisation’s account for Miscellaneous 

Income.  The balance was only sixteen US cents. 

During the 48 years since its inauguration (2013-1965), the Ethiopia Room underwent minor 

refurbishment only once on the occasion of the World Food Summit held at FAO 

headquarters in1996. However, by 2011, the Room fell into such disrepair that rendered it 

unsuitable for holding meetings.   

Refurbishment of the Ethiopia Room 

Having been aware of the disrepair that the Ethiopia Room had come to, Mr. Jacques Diouf, 

the then Director-General of FAO, wrote to the Ethiopian Permanent Representation to the 

Rome-based United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisations on 7 March 2011 stating that 

the Ethiopia Room “…needs urgent updating to adhere to the fire safety regulations in the 

host country, and major physical and technological renovation to respond to the increasing 

number of requests to hold meetings, seminars, training courses, workshops and facilitation 

activities”.   

The Director-General added: “The Organisation would like to keep the facility named after 

the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia as one of the official meeting rooms at 

headquarters.  I would like, in the first instance, to invite your Government to finance this 

major refurbishment.  Should the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia not wish to 

allocate the funds for these works, the Organisation will be obliged to seek alternative 

sponsors for this urgent renovation, as FAO has received several proposals from member 

countries wishing to sponsor such facilities to be named after their country”.  

The letter from the Director-General was forwarded to the Government, and the response was 

positive.  Although the cost of renovating the Room seemed high, considerations such as the 

level of support Ethiopia gets from the Rome-based UN Food and Agriculture Agencies, 

coupled with the belief that Ethiopia should not lose this historic spot as the founding member 

of both the UN and FAO, compelled the Government to fund the undertaking in accordance 

with the proposal of the FAO.  At the authorization of the Government, the Permanent 

Representation signed an Agreement between the Government of the Federal Democratic 

Republic of Ethiopia and the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations for the 

refurbishment of the Ethiopia Room on 24 April 2012 in Rome.  The Agreement stipulates 

that it shall expire 15 years after the refurbishment completion date.  The Government has, 



thus, ascertained that FAO will keep the facility named after Ethiopia as one of the official 

meeting rooms at its headquarters. 

The Renovation 

The roof, walls, floors and interpretation booths were completely demolished and refurbished.  

New tables, chairs, floors and modern technological equipment were installed.  Interpretation 

booths were increased to five.  The Room now accommodates 86 persons. 

 

 



 

 

 



The brief leaflet which was distributed during the inauguration ceremony describes the 

renovation as follows: “The Room is now fully renovated with a new design, which provides 

an overall improved working environment accommodating 86 persons.  It is designed in an 

oval shape that allows for flexible meeting space configurations. Ergonomic seats are 

arranged on three levels to ensure maximum visibility for all meeting participants while 

encouraging a comfortable, proper seating position”. 

The artists and architects, who participated in the project, designed a beautiful room with 

features and art which, in their words, represent faith, courage, wisdom, protection, hope and 

good wishes.  The paintings also feature prominent natural elements including coffee and 

baobab flowers.  They further feature DNA symbols that they explain point to the fact that we 

may trace the origins of the human species to the ancient ethnic groups that once resided in 

Ethiopia, and other symbols the artists and architects believed capture the essence of the 

Ethiopian people.  All this work was done very well thanks to the leader of the refurbishment 

project, Architect Aida Luberto - a good friend of Ethiopia - and her team, most of whom 

work for the FAO. 

The refurbished Ethiopia Room was inaugurated in the presence of Ethiopian Agriculture 

Minister Tefera Derbew and FAO Director-General Graziano da Silva on 20 June 2013 at 

FAO Headquarters, Rome.  Ethiopian Ambassador Mulugeta Gessese to Italy, other diplomats 

from the Ethiopian Rome Embassy, members of the Ethiopian Diaspora, Ethiopians working 

in FAO, and FAO staff members were in attendance.  

FAO requested Government to permit the use of the remaining balance to be used for 

financing a solar photovoltaic system project for FAO. This time the residual was US$ 42,822. 

The Government granted FAO permission to use the residual for the proposed project, and to 

provide a report for the expenses after completion of the project. The Ethiopia Room is now 

one of the most beautiful meeting rooms and among the popular and busiest conference rooms.  

 

 

   

  

  


