Burji Minority Group in Ethiopia under immanent threat of attack

By the Anuak Justice Council, updated by Genocide Watch
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Today reports reached Genocide Watch that Guji militia forces are about to attack members of the Burji minority group in Ethiopia.  

Ethnically-based killing has now erupted in the city of Hagere-Mariam, first starting in the small town of Soyama, sixty kilometers to the west of Hagere-Mariam in the Sidamo region of Ethiopia. Reports from people on the ground indicate that the Burji, a tiny ethnic group in the region numbering less than 50,000, are being targeted by armed Guji, a much larger ethnic group, numbering over two million, who also live in the area. The local administration in Hagere-Mariam is run by the ethnic Guji.
Despite the vulnerability of the Burji, the Ethiopian government has not taken action to stop the violence. According to the reports from witnesses in the area, some Guji are threatening to murder any Burji they find, even warning those from other ethnic groups to place signs or symbols designating them to be of “non-Burji ethnicity” in front of their homes so that they will not be mistaken for a Burji and be killed. Such victim identification is often a sign of impending genocide.

The two ethnic groups have fought since the time of Haile Selassie, but reportedly, the Guji are being empowered by the Meles government which has given the Guji administrative authority in Hagere-Mariam, the main commercial center in the region. As part of this preferential treatment, it is alleged that the Guji have been able to take the offensive against the Burji with impunity. Many also suspect that the TPLF government has equipped the Guji with the sophisticated weapons they are using against the Burji. For instance, on August 25, 2008, a grenade was thrown on a house in Hagere-Mariam by the Guji. There were about 30 people in the building, including women and children who took refuge there for fear of violence. Fortunately the grenade exploded on the roof of the building and did not penetrate, thereby sparing the lives of those intended victims!
According to some Burji, the conflict has its roots in the Guji’s desire to claim the town of Soyama, known for its fertile land, as their capital. Currently, the town’s inhabitants are almost exclusively Burji and they have been told to leave Soyama for the small town of their same name—Burji.
Attacks allegedly began at 6:00 AM on August 10, 2008 when 60 truckloads of well-armed Guji, with sophisticated weapons, attacked the Burji of Soyama. However, apparently the Burji had received advance word of the imminent attack and despite their fewer numbers and weapons, were prepared and successfully resisted the attack. During the fighting, it was reported that three Burji and five Guji were killed. When the Guji attackers returned to the ethnically-mixed city of Hagere-Mariam, home to 200,000 people, they began to make death-threats against Burji living in the city.
 After the Burji appealed to the local government for help, instead of the government controlling or disarming those making such threats the local government, which is controlled by the Guji has sided with the Guji. They have failed to hold the perpetrators accountable and have instead “escorted’ Burji men, women and children from their homes, land, property, cattle and crops as they hurriedly leave everything behind to run for their lives. As they seek safety, they are sure to encounter the overwhelming costs of being internally displaced refugees— deprivation, disease,  and some deaths.
Burji elders went to Addis Ababa to hand-deliver a letter, a copy of which we have in our possession, to Prime Minister Meles describing the seriousness of the situation and asking for immediate intervention. They have not received any reply.

In 2006, similar attacks were perpetrated by some of the Guji against the Borena. 

Ken Silverstein of the Harper online magazine, reported on this situation in his August 2, 2006 article named, “Ethiopian Generals and Somali Warlords.” In it he gives reasons to believe that the Meles government is backing Guji attacks against the Borena. He states:
There's also trouble in Southern Oromiya Province, where violence broke out this spring between the Guji and Borena clans. When the Ethiopian government, keen to secure access to the potential income stream from a gold mine in the Borena Zone, put the mine under the control of the Guji, a group it has historically favored in the region, fighting ensued, and the government aided the Guji. Sources in the region said that the violence continues and that the province is now in the throes of a major humanitarian crisis. More than 100,000 people are reported to have fled their homes.
According to a reliable Ethiopian source, Guji have taken control of other towns after driving out smaller groups—such as the Gedeo, the Gabra, the Borena and the Amaro—from their homes.

He states, “Unfortunately, as the article points out, for the past misdeeds, particularly with the Gedeo situation as you can read, they plundered unimpeded and the Federal government took no action to correct the injustice that was dealt to Gedeo people.”
He goes on to conclude that unless these aggressive actions of EPDRF- favored groups against more vulnerable groups are “brought to light and publicized to the whole world, thereby pressuring the Federal government to take decisive action, we are at the precipice of an impending blood bath.”
The EPDRF government has a pattern of dividing groups on ethnic lines, favoring one over the other.  The Anuak and other ethnic groups in the Gambella area have been victims of this policy since 2003. It has also been applied between some Oromo and the Gumuz ethnic group. 
The Anuak Justice Council and Genocide Watch:

· Call upon the Ethiopian government to stop forced deportations of Burji in Soyama.

· Establish a Federal presence to prevent further threats against the survival of the Burji.

· Call upon foreign governments to place diplomatic pressure on the Ethiopian government to assert their responsibility to protect all people they govern, including the Burji.

· Issue a Genocide Alert for the Burji people in Ethiopia.
