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Where is Justice for the Muslims of Axum?

By: Ethiopian Muslims from Tigray - Diaspora

As Ethiopian Muslims from Tigray living in the Diaspora, we
must strive to bring to light both the extent and the causes of
the blatant discrimination and injustice that is inflicted upon
the Muslim population m Axum.

Both Muslims and Christians fought alongside one another for
a common cause under the Tigray People’s Liberation Front
(TPLF) and later the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary
Democratic Front {(EPRDF)} to bring an end to the dictatorial
Derg military regime. Although this common struggle for
freedom cost the lives of thousands of Muslims and
Christians, it culminated into a victorv shared by all
Ethiopians. The 1991 victory was greeted with joy throughout
the country, especially within the Muslim cormnunity.

The Muslims of Axum endured many difficulties as they
strived to establish a formal house of worship within the
vicinity of Axum. The twenty-thousand Muslims of Axum
sacrificed their blood, sweat, and tears in the struggle for
freedom against the Derg military regime, and even today
Ethiopian Muslims are among the ranks of the state military
from low-ranking officers all the way to Generals in the
Ethiopian National Defense Forces. In spite of these
accomplishments, Muslims in Axam still do not even have the
right to practice their religion in their own hometown.

After the demise of the Derg military regime, officials of the
current local government moved to institutionalize religious
inequality in Axum by denying Muslims some of the most
basic rights: rights to build Mosques, schools, and even
preventing Muslims from attending funeral processions
outside of Axum.

Although in the Ethiopian Constitution of 1995, Article 27
specifically grants equal religious rights to all Ethiopian
citizens. Ethiopian Muslims of Axum have fallen victim to a
discriminatory system which has turned them into second-
class citizens within their own town.

The US State Department in 2007 wrote, “Local authiorifies in
the northern town of Axun, a holy city for EOC. continued to deny
Mustim  leaders” repeated vequests to allocate land  for  Hhe
construction of o inosquce, coen though the Conslitution provides for
Sreedm ko establish insfitutions of religious cdncation nnd
admiinistration, Tigray and Amhara regional govermment officials
chose not fo interpret Hils provision lberally in Hie towns of Axvum
and Lalibela respectively and the Federal Government did not
overrule them. Muslims have had access fo laed sinice the comntry
became a republic in 1995.”

In addition, a blatant campaign to eliminate the city of its
Muslim and Pentecostal populations is already underway. Let

us briefly depict the nature of the discrimination directed
towards the Muslim community in Axum by outlining four
incidents and their aftermaths.

The first incident: [t began on August 14, 1991, a group led
by a former guerrilla fighter, Haile Reda, vandalized Muslim
homes in Axum, desecrated Qur'ans, and even assaulted
the elderly under unfounded
allegations that the entire Muslim community in Axum
planned to build a Medressa (Islamic School) in the city.
Current president of the Tigray region, Mr. Tsegay Berhe, and
the chief for the Bureau of Urban and Agricultural Develop-
ment, Mr. Abay Woldu, were both sent to Tigray as envoys
from Addis Ababa to mitigate the situation rather than to

women, children, and

address it. Both men assured the Muslitn community in
Addis Ababa in writing that the problem would be resolved
as spon as a permanent government was established.
However, once they assumed their respective posts in the
newly formed government, they abandoned their promise to
resolve the problem. In fact, it was later discovered that Mr.
Abay Woldu was the vanguard of the campaign against the
rights of Muslims. In a fare-well speech he gave when he was
promoted from his Central zone administrative post to a
higher position in the Tigray regional government, Mr. Abay
Woldu made it clear that he see to it that the campaign against
Muslims in Axum would continue. He promised his
supporters that he would oversee it from his new office in
Mekele.

The second incident: During the beginning of the month of
Ramadan in 2003 (early November), six members of the
Muslim community of Dura, a town located 7 kilometers
away from Axum, were detained and charged with conspiracy
to renovate a seventy-five year-old Mosgue. There was no
evidence of any plans to renovate that Mosque. Although they
were released after an arduous process, the mosques fate was
horrifying; it was demolished by armed men. What was even
more abhorring were the comments made by the town's
administrator who stated, “We released you so you could witiess
this destriuction with your cwn eyes, not because we cared about

7]

your well-heing.”  In addition, arms were confiscated by the
local government from every Muslim militiaman a day before
the action took place leading to assumptions that the
government and military were behind the demolition of the
mosque. Axumite Muslims living in Addis Ababa at the time
were outraged by this horrible crime and appealed to Prime
Minister Meles Zanawi. The Prime Minister promised that he
would assign a commission to investigate the situation and

expunge the roots of the problem. He vowed that the
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perpetrators of this heinous crime and their accomplices
would be brought to justice.

Today, seven years since the demolition, not one of the
perpetrators have been brought to justice, the Mosque remams
in ruins.

The third incident: In a gesture of outrage over what
happened in Dura, Axum, Axumite Muslims living in Addis
Ababa mobilized and formed an association called the Mutual
Development Association of Muslim Natives of Axum and its
Vicinity. It was not until 2003 that the Association finally
received official recognition from the Ministry of Justice, after
an uphill battle. Since permits to conduct Islamic-related
projects were prohibited in Axum, the Association drafted a
plan to initiate secular programs and began to raise funds to
build a school. In order to implement the mitiative, the
Association was granted 4200 square meters of land by the
mayor of the city. However the city engineer forced the
association to discontinue the project even though the land-
leasing fee had already been paid and the process of
purchasing building materials was already underway. The
mayor that had initially given the permit was removed from
his post. Members of the association went to numerous offices
to appeal the decision. When a representative of the
association asked the new mayor, Mr. Negash, for an
explanation he pgave a disturbing reply. He explained,
"Muslims and Pentecostals will nof occupy places in Axum; do not
waste your energy.” It is unfortunate to hear such a degrading
and dehumanizing comment from a person of authority, one
who is trusted with major civic responsibilities. When asked
in public, the Mayor admitted that he made the comment so
that he would not be badgered by the question any longer. In
the mean time, in a gesture of disrespect towards the
association, the mayor announced that he would confiscate
the school along with its materijals.

The fourth incident: Despite the repeatedly denied
permission to build a mosque, permission was granted to
congregate in a private residence. However, on the eve of the
2006 Eid-ul-Fitr celebration, unknown individuals trespassed
inte the private house and assaulted the worshipers. As a
result of this assault, a member of the Ethiopian Muslim
community, Mr. Abdul-Aziz Wehab was in critical condition.
As if that was not enough, the aferementioned household was
vandalized three days later at 2:15 a.m. by unidentified men.
Mr. Abadi Zemwo, vice president of the Tigray region and a
native of Axum was sent to investigate and to mediate the
situation. But shockingly, Mr. Abadi gave a threatening
speech to a crowd of both Muslims and Christians declaring
that there would be consequence for anyene whe plans to
build a mosque in the Axum Area. His speech angered the
Muslim community and intensified an already rampant

tension. Due to all these incidents, Axum has since become the

only place in the world with Muslim population that is unable
to practice their religion freely.

Muslims of Axum and its vicinity elected otficials of all levels
of the government under the impressicn that they would
represent their best mterests. Muslims of Axum participated
in the effort to overthrow the Derg regime in the hopes that
they would finally attain full freedom from tyranny and
oppression, however to this day that freedom has been
continually denied to them. In fact, the right they gained to
purchase land and to build residences under the former
regime, has been threatened since the Iocal government came
to power.

We can no longer handle these threats by ourselves. Therefore,
putting the severity of the situation and its consequences,
which undoubtedly can result in a full-blown conflict, intc
serious consideration, we the Muslim natives of Axum,
heretofore draft and present appeal to the Federal Govern-
ment of Ethicpia.

We, the Muslim Conmmumify of Axwm and its vicinity ask the
Federal Goverrment to intervene by having a serious discourse with
us, in a forum that will develop a holistic approach to addressing the
issues and theiv underlying causes. The purpose of this meeting will
be fo ensure that the constitutionally-guaranteed religious rights of
ail Muslims in Efftiopia are respected and assured so Hut we can live
alongside our neighbors will respect, tolerance, peace and harmony.

In conclusion, we would like to draw attention to the fact that,
despite the efforts of certain unscrupulous govemment
officials, the people of Axum have both lived in harmony and
have shown respect for one another for centuries. Most
residents are aware of our shared history and the Hes that
bind us together, which transcend our different faiths.

Indeed, we should have exposed this injustice to the Ethiopian
people and even to the world community sooner. Now, we are
convinced that our prior inaction has led us to this current
predicament, we hope that we can find a solution to this
injustice through our own initiative. This is a sincere plea for
you to help us in any way you can to end our struggle against
this injustice.

We urge, in the name of Allah, the citizens ot Ethiopia and of
the world to understand our predicament, to sympathize with
our plight, and to maobilize by assisting us with any means
possible.

Ethiopian Muslims from Tigray — Diaspora
We can be reached for any questions at

muslimaksum@yahoo.com.
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Masjids are burning to the ground in Ethiopia. Who instigated the church burning?

r

Who is behind all of this?

Please send your donation to the “Burnt Masajid Fund Reconstruction Program”™

Badr Ethiopia. For more information visit www.badrethiopia.org
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