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In March 2001, Prime Minister Meles Zenawi of Ethiopia declared that his ruling 

party's Central Committee had split into two major factions.  According to his 

numerous public statements, he argued that the fundamental problem facing his 

party's leadership and his government was corruption.  Corruption, according to 

him, had become so rampant and deeply rooted, that it had become impossible 

to run the party or the government, without first tackling it.  He accused his 

colleagues in the EPRDF leadership for failing to accept his conclusions, 

because they themselves were corrupt, hence labeling them as a party to the 

problem itself. 

 

Subsequent to this disagreement on the definition and prioritization of the 

problems facing his party, Ato Meles then expelled 13 of the 28 Central 

Committee Members of his party and put all of them under house arrest.  In a 

succession of swift measures, he hastily promulgated what he called Anti-

Corruption Laws, and just one working day after the enactment of the laws, he 

arrested the ex-Defense Minister Seeye Abraha for allegations of corruption.  

Along with Ato Seeye were arrested seven of his siblings including Ato Assefa 

Abraha his younger brother and the ex-Board Chairman of the Ethiopia 

Privatization Agency.  Two Vice-Presidents of the Commercial Bank of Ethiopia, 

Managers of the State Owned Sugar Factories, the owners of the Star Business 

Group and other similar business people that were arch-competitors of            

Ato Melese Zenawi's party-owned business empire were also selectively picked 

and included in the list. 

 

When all these officials and business people began to appear at Court, it became 

evident that Ato Meles had nothing to present to the Court in the form of charges 

and evidences.  He actually made an open appeal for the public to come forward 
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with evidences that would incriminate the people that he had already arrested 

with neither a court order nor any crimes. 

 

After a couple of court appearances, some of the prisoners were released on 

bail.  And when the Court released Ato Seeye, on bail, Ato Meles refused to obey 

and locked him back in prison, and in just 24 hours he issued another law that 

would deny the bail right of Ato Seeye and all those suspected of corruption. 

 

Though denied access to both the state-owned and party owned media, the rival 

faction of the EPRDF leadership had also leaked its version of the causes of the 

split.  According to what was circulated in the private press, the real cause of the 

split was related to how Ato Meles had handled the Ethio-Eritrean relationship in 

general and the border conflict in particular.  The rival faction declared that Ato 

Meles's so called Anti-corruption Campaign was just a cover up to the more 

serious issues that caused the split. 

 

With his bail rights denied by a special enactment that was allowed to apply 

retroactively and against the provisions of the Constitution of Ethiopia as well as 

so many International Conventions, charges were finally filed against Ato Seeye 

and his siblings, at the Federal Supreme Court, thereby sealing any possibility of 

appeal to a Higher Court, ever.  All properties belonging to his brothers, the bank 

accounts of all the defendants, including that of his 70 years old mother were 

blocked and put under the custody of the government.  The properties and 

accounts of all the businesses and the business people arrested along with Ato 

Seeye, were also "restrained", a euphemism to "confiscated", by similar 

orders.   

 

These draconian measures taken by a combination of the three wings of the 

State, viz. the Executive, the Parliament and the Judiciary, usurped the legal 

foundations of the Republic and bulldozed whatever had been achieved in 
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ensuring legality or the rule of law in the country.  It caused panic and shock in 

the business community, the civil service and especially the banking sector. 

 

After a series of remands, twists and reversals in the process, the pretrial 

hearings finally began in December 2001.  The Prosecutor filed his indictments, 

laid out his plan and listed down his evidences and witnesses.  Ato Seeye was 

hence charged for Abuse of Authority on four counts.  In the first count he was 

accused of requesting an ex-Deputy Minister of Health, to employ his sister in a 

state owned hospital.  In the second count he was charged for persuading the 

ex-Prime Minister to allow a certain man to import five-second hand trucks duty 

free.  The third count alleged that Ato Seeye had called on the ex-President of 

the CBE to coerce him to allow a bank loan to his brother.  And finally the fourth 

count alleged that Ato Seeye had requested a manager of a car dealership in 

Addis, to sell trucks on a discount to his brother.  All the charges accused Ato 

Seeye of requesting somebody else for a favour on behalf of his siblings.  

Nowhere has he been charged of giving direct orders or decision in his capacity 

as a Minister, in order to benefit himself or anybody else. 

 

Ato Seeye Abraha objected to the charges calling them untrue, baseless and 

fabricated.  He challenged the legal basis of the charges as well as the legality of 

the Court's jurisdiction.  In his Pre-trial Statements, he clearly demonstrated that 

the reasons for his arrest were political and the motives as being pure 

vengeance.  He outlined the political issues that ultimately led into the split of the 

EPRDF leadership.  Most of them were related with the Ethio-Eritrean relations 

and the border conflict.  According to Ato Seeye the Corruption Campaign was a 

deliberate attempt by Ato Meles, to divert attention from more serious issues 

facing the nation and its sovereignty.  Otherwise Ato Seeye told the Court that he 

never believed Corruption to be the most difficult and urgent problem facing the 

government.  He rather believed that the issues of peace, security and national 

sovereignty were much more paramount. 
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Despite the vehement objections of Ato Seeye and all the other defendants, the 

Court ruled to proceed with the trial and witnesses began to appear.  The ex-

President of the CBE, the ex-Prime Minister (who is already serving an 18 year 

sentence) and the ex-General Manager of the Ethiopia Privatization Agency were 

charged and put behind bars for refusing to falsely testify against Ato Seeye 

and/or Ato Assefa Abraha.  Two trusted henchmen of Ato Meles who are also 

members of Ato Meles's faction in the EPRDF leadership tried to lie and in 

criminate Ato Seeye, although they were later on contradicted by other witnesses 

and evidences.  The whole farce crumbled in the hands of the prosecution, and 

Ato Seeye, came out clean and unscathed from the hearings.  But still the Court 

ruled against him, and was ordered to defend on three of the four counts; as at 

November 2004.  Since then, Ato Seeye appeared a dozen times, with his 

defense witnesses and documents ready.  But the Court endlessly adjourned the 

hearing for reasons allegedly related to the absenteeism of the Judges. 

 

This report specifically focuses on the case of Ato Seeye Abraha, because, 

according to Ato Meles, this case is the grandest and the most typical 

manifestation of the depth and breadth of the problem of Corruption, both in the 

EPRDF leadership and the Government of Ethiopia.  As such, it reveals how 

hollow and shallow Ato Meles had been, in his now infamous treatise on the so-

called Bonopartism, or on the issues threatening his rule.  Or, as many people, 

including the author of this report, would want to believe, it reveals how clever 

Ato Meles has been, in creating a non-existent problem, launching a fake 

campaign to attack it, thereby diverting the political attention of the people and 

attracting undeserved support or even glory from the International Community.  

Ato Meles had indeed succeeded in fooling the International Community into 

believing that the campaign was genuine, into soliciting their financial support for 

his government and the campaign, and most importantly, in keeping the world 

silent while he indefinitely locked up his rivals and confiscated their properties 

without the due process of law. 
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The court proceedings on the case of Ato Seeye, on the case of Ato Assefa 

Abraha and the General Manager of the EPA, on the case of the Sugar Factories' 

Managers, on the Businesspeople and Executives of the CBE, including the ex-

President, etc. have consistently revealed that the whole campaign was based 

on evident but deliberately glossed up lies and distortions.  In some cases, Ato 

Meles had even gone as far as attempting to create illegal and criminally unlawful 

document, especially through the Office of the Federal Auditor General, in order 

to win a plausible conviction, in the so docile a Judiciary.  But to this date, the 

only conviction he won is against a Police Officer accused of bribery, that is all.  

Ashamed of his lies, he seems to have chosen the tactic of endless 

adjournments due to alleged absenteeism of judges, rather than face the 

consequences of a more crushing truth, pounding his courts and the public in an 

election year. 

 

In addition to the court proceedings, a series of studies and surveys conducted 

by the Anti-Corruption Commission of Ato Meles, by the GTZ of the German 

Government as well as by the UNCTAD/UNICC have confirmed that corruption in 

Ethiopia is either non-existent or at most a petty phenomenon.  More importantly, 

both the CBE and the EPA, the central targets of Ato Meles's campaign, have 

been confirmed as the cleanest of institutions, by these studies.  To make Ato 

Seeye's vindication more complete and resounding, developments in the Ethio-

Eritrean conflict, have also confirmed that Ato Meles really had serious failures 

and crimes that would have gone as far as having him impeached and tried for 

treason.  As Ato Seeye had repeatedly told gatherings in the courts and to the 

Courts, in his pre-trial statements, the real purpose of the campaign was political 

diversion, along with personal vengeance and vendetta against Ato Seeye and 

his siblings. 

 

Now that the true motives and contents of the campaign have become crystal 

clear, the report calls upon the International  Community and particularly upon 

the IMF/World Bank, the US and EU Governments, the African Union and all 
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other Agencies capable of influencing events in Ethiopia, to put the reinstatement 

of bail rights to all the defendants and the release of them including Ato Seeye 

Abraha, as a precondition to loans, grants or any assistance being considered for 

Ato Meles and his Government.  

 


