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“First they came for the communists, and I did not speak out because I was not a communist. 

Then they came for the socialists, and I did not speak out because I was not a socialist. Then 

they came for the trade unionists, and I did not speak out because I was not a trade unionist. 

Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out because I was not a Jew. Then they 

came for me, and there was no one left to speak for me”.1 

 

    

 

- Martin Niemöller 

 

 

 

 
1 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Martin Niemöller: “First they came for the socialists…”, 2012, 

https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/martin-niemoeller-first-they-came-for-the-socialists [cited 

May 6th 2022] 

https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/martin-niemoeller-first-they-came-for-the-socialists
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I. Abstract 
 

 

This thesis examines the international community’s meager response – despite the 

Responsibility to Protect (R2P) – to the conflict in Tigray. Why was the response minimal, 

and what could be done to make R2P more efficacious in the future? The R2P framework 

describes the responsibilities to protect populations around the world against mass atrocity 

crimes, as stated in Article 5 of the Rome Statute. The study shows that R2P as a framework 

is flawed, and proposes the creation of an R2P ombudsman to monitor conflicts, focus the 

international community’s attention and assist states that are struggling or failing to protect 

vulnerable people. The thesis draws upon a theory of political realism but also highlights the 

sometime significance of shared ethical norms and values. 
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1. Introduction  
 

 

A global commitment called the “Responsibility to Protect” (R2P) was unanimously adopted 

by member states of the UN in 2005.2 This thesis will discuss the global commitment and 

how the framework of R2P seems to be flawed. After criticizing the framework, a solution is 

suggested at the end, where I propose the creation of an R2P ombudsman.  

 

1.1. Background 
 

R2P seeks to protect civilians around the world from crimes that are stated under Article 5 in 

the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC). The UN member states agreed to 

the following paragraph: 

 

“Each individual State has the responsibility to protect its populations from genocide, 

war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. This responsibility entails 

the prevention of such crimes, including their incitement through appropriate and 

necessary means. We accept the responsibility and will act in accordance with it. The 

international community should, as appropriate, encourage and help States exercise 

this responsibility and support at this responsibility and support the United Nations in 

establishing an early warning”.3 

 

The global commitment of R2P came about in 2001, after the failure of hindering and 

responding to the mass atrocities that had taken place in former Yugoslavia and Rwanda. Not 

only does this global commitment emphasize the importance of states protecting their 

civilians against the crimes that are stated under Article 5 in the Rome Statute, it also gives 

the international community the right to intervene if a state does not provide protection for its 

people.4 Furthermore, this also places a responsibility on the international community to 

respond if there is a state that is failing to uphold the principles, and the importance, of R2P. 

 

 
2 Global Centre For the Responsibility to Protect, 2005 World Summit Outcome A/60/L.1, 2005, 

https://www.globalr2p.org/resources/2005-world-summit-outcome-a-60-l-1/ [cited April 10th 2022] 
3 United Nations, Responsibility to Protect, https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/about-responsibility-to-

protect.shtml [cited April 10th  2022] 
4 Universiteit Leiden, Atrocities: when does the world intervene? 2022, 

https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/research-dossiers/probing-complex-problems/atrocities-when-does-the-

world-intervene [cited April 10th 2022] 

https://www.globalr2p.org/resources/2005-world-summit-outcome-a-60-l-1/
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/about-responsibility-to-protect.shtml
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/about-responsibility-to-protect.shtml
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/research-dossiers/probing-complex-problems/atrocities-when-does-the-world-intervene
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/research-dossiers/probing-complex-problems/atrocities-when-does-the-world-intervene
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1.2. Research aim and questions 
 

This thesis aims to examine the response from the international community in regards to the 

ongoing conflict in the Tigray region in northern Ethiopia. More specifically, the thesis will 

discuss how the global commitment of R2P seems to have been overlooked when it comes to 

the reports of ethnic cleansing, war crimes, and crimes against humanity in the Tigray region. 

Additionally, the human rights abuses will be discussed. 

 

In order to reach the aim for the thesis, the following research questions have been 

formulated: 

 

• Did the alleged global commitment to R2P play any role in the international 

community’s view of – and minimal response to – the violence being done to the 

Tigrayans? 

• To the extent that R2P was impotent here, what are the lessons of this case for the 

R2P framework and how could it be improved? 

 

1.3. Methodology 
 

The methodology that has been used for this thesis is a qualitative method, more specifically 

a qualitative content analysis. By using this type of methodology, the case study researches 

for Tigray and Srebrenica has made it possible to write the discussion. The qualitative content 

analysis uses “…a holistic and comprehensive approach towards analyzing data material and 

thus achieves to (almost) completely grasp and cover the complexity of the social 

situations…”.5 While some have argued that qualitative content analysis is not a proper 

methodology, it has proven to be useful when trying to come up with one’s own 

interpretation, and theory.6  

 

Since one aim for the thesis is to compare how the international community reacted to the 

mass atrocities in Srebrenica in 1995, to the ongoing conflict in the Tigray region, the use of 

secondary data has been fruitful. The information in this thesis has been from a variety of 

 
5 Kohlbacher, F., The Use of Qualitative Content Analysis in Case Study Research, Forum: Qualitative Social 

Research 7 (1) pp. 1-30, p. 9 
6 Schreier, M., Stamann, C., Janssen, M., Dahl, T. & Whittal, A., Qualitative Content Analysis: 

Conceptualizations and Challenges in Research Practice- Introduction to the FQS Special Issue “Qualitative 

Content Analysis I”, Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 20(3), 2019, p. 8-9  
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sources. These sources include literature, journal articles, news articles, and statements from 

various heads of state, UN-officials, and reports from human rights organizations. 

 

Furthermore, R2P is the central conceptual focus of the thesis. R2P has been of high 

importance when comparing Srebrenica and Tigray and the role of the international 

community and their responses in both cases. 

 

1.4. Limitations 

 

There have been many limitations to this thesis. First, the time frame has not made it possible 

to gather primary data, hence the entire thesis relies on secondary data research. Second, the 

R2P framework is relatively big, and it has not been feasible to examine every part it. 

Therefore, the most important parts have been discussed in the thesis. 

 

As the conflict in the Tigray region is ongoing, the information that is available is very 

moderate. Therefore, the key reports have been those from the Ethiopian Human Rights 

Commission (EHCR) and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights (OHCHR), as well as the report from Amnesty International together with Human 

Rights Watch (HRW). In addition to that, the reports have been able to provide with 

information up until March of 2022, and the thesis is discussing mass atrocities up until that 

date. There are some statements from governments and such in the thesis after March 2022, 

but there are not many. 

 

1.5. Previous research 
 

The previous research for this thesis has been derived from various sources, but as the 

conflict in Ethiopia is happening right now, there has not been a lot of previous research to go 

through, compared to other conflicts where genocide and crimes against humanity have been 

committed. Most of the material that has been used in the thesis is based on the joint report 

that was published by Amnesty International and HRW called “We Will Erase You From this 

Land”. By reading this report, a deeper understanding regarding as to what the civilians are 

experiencing has been provided. Furthermore, a report by EHCR, alongside OHCHR, has 

also provided with a better understand as to how international humanitarian law has been 

violated in this conflict 
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1.6. Relevance to the humanitarian field 
 

This thesis is linked to the humanitarian field in the sense that R2P is a framework that works 

towards the prevention of the crimes that are stated under Article 5 in the Rome Statute. 

Humanitarian actors cannot maintain the principle of humanity if the states do not protect its 

population and they rely highly on states to work together with humanitarian organizations in 

alleviating human suffering wherever it is in the world, and by not being able to reach the 

affected populations, the organizations cannot uphold the fundamental principles.  

 

1.7. Outline 
 

This thesis consists of six chapters. The first chapter is an introductory one, and it will 

contain a brief background information regarding R2P will be presented, what it exactly the 

member states agreed on in 2005. Further, the aim for the research, as well as the research 

questions that have been used to reach said the aim will be presented. Then follows the 

methodology, where the methods used will be discussed as to why these were chosen the 

thesis. Previous research regarding the topic of the thesis will also be discussed, and how it 

was used for this exact study. Then follows a section regarding the relevance of the thesis 

subject in regard to humanitarian action and conflict, and lastly the outline of the thesis. 

 

The seconds chapter discusses concepts, and theories that have been relevant for the thesis. 

The third chapter of the thesis is entirely focused on the Ethiopian-Tigrayan conflict. In this 

chapter, the background to the conflict, the relationship between the Ethiopian government, 

and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) will be presented. Furthermore, the mass 

atrocities in the Tigray region will be presented and discussed, and most of the information 

will be based on the reports from EHRC and OHCHR, and Amnesty International and HRW. 

At the end of the third chapter, the Srebrenica massacre will be discussed, with information 

regarding violations of international humanitarian law as well as the response from the 

international community. This will be done in order to draw comparisons between the two 

cases. The fourth chapter of the thesis is the discussion part of the thesis where R2P will be 

problematized in regard to the Tigrayan crisis, and what could have been done to try and 

solve this conflict sooner without having to compromise the lives of the civilians. The fifth 

chapter is the concluding chapter of the thesis, where the research questions will be revisited, 

and answered, so that the whole thesis will come back to the initial questions. In the end 

follows a bibliography. 
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2. Conceptual and theoretical framework 
 

This chapter will discuss the conceptual and theoretical framework that has been used in the 

thesis. It will focus on R2P as it is important when trying to understand the responsibility that 

states have, and the international community when assisting other states when needed. 

Furthermore, realism will be presented and explained as to how it has been useful while 

conducting this study. 

 

2.1. The development of R2P 
 

Following the Rwandan genocide in 1994, where the UNSC failed to intervene and carry out 

their peacekeeping mission in the country7, many were left speechless and the world 

promised that something like this could, and should, never happen again. Merely a year later, 

Bosnian Serb troops murdered over 8,000 Bosnian Muslims in Srebrenica, and the world was 

stunned once again.8 The NATO intervention in Kosovo in 1999, and the failed peacekeeping 

missions in Somalia in the beginning of the 1990s all showed that the UN system was flawed, 

and there was a need for an international commitment to help different states, and populations 

when certain events occurred. 

 

The then Secretary-General of the UN, Kofi Annan, emphasized the importance of states 

upholding the principles, and rules of the UN Charter during his speech at the UN General 

Assembly in the year of 2000. Annan stated “if humanitarian intervention is, indeed an 

unacceptable assault on sovereignty, how should we respond to a Rwanda, to a Srebrenica- to 

gross and systematic violation of human rights that offend every precept of our common 

humanity?”.9 Following the speech of Annan, the member states of the UN identified the 

importance of following a new doctrine, that would protect the civilians of the world against 

mass atrocity crimes, as stated in Article 5 of the Rome Statute. Therefore, the Canadian 

government decided, in 2001, that a commission should be established to confront the 

different challenges that were present when discussing the responsibility to protect.10 This 

 
7 The Conversation, Lakin, Samantha, Lessons from the UN peacekeeping mission in Rwanda, 25 years after the 

genocide it failed to stop, 2019, https://theconversation.com/lessons-from-the-un-peacekeeping-mission-in-

rwanda-25-years-after-the-genocide-it-failed-to-stop-122174 [cited May 10 2022] 
8 BBC, Bosnia’s Srebrenica massacre 25 years on- in pictures, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-

53346759 [cited May 10 2022] 
9 United Nations, Office on Genocide Prevention and The Responsibility to Protect, Responsibility to protect, 

2022, https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/about-responsibility-to-protect.shtml [cited May 9th, 2022] 
10 ICISS report, The Responsibility to Protect, 2001, p. VII 

https://theconversation.com/lessons-from-the-un-peacekeeping-mission-in-rwanda-25-years-after-the-genocide-it-failed-to-stop-122174
https://theconversation.com/lessons-from-the-un-peacekeeping-mission-in-rwanda-25-years-after-the-genocide-it-failed-to-stop-122174
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-53346759
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-53346759
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/about-responsibility-to-protect.shtml
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commission was called the International Committee on Intervention and State Sovereignty, 

the ICISS. In December 2001, following the terrifying events of 9/11, a report regarding the 

responsibility to protect was produced. This report was called the ICISS report, and it detailed 

when, and how states could intervene in a certain crisis, but it also detailed the sheer 

importance of the responsibility to protect human lives. When the ICISS first met in 2000, the 

main emphasis was put “…on the need to ensure that views of affected populations were 

heard and taken into account…” whilst also taking into consideration the different views 

from various governments, NGOs etc.11 

 

2.1.1. R2P and State Sovereignty 

 

Although the idea of R2P seems pretty straight forward, and the international community 

must intervene when human lives are at stake, the issue about sovereignty and respecting 

states territories has been highly discussed. In international law, there is a general principle 

that every state should follow. Article 2(7) in the UN Charter states that “Nothing contained 

in the present charter shall authorize the United Nations to intervene in matters which are 

essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state…”. Essentially, what this article is 

referring to is the sovereignty of every state to exercise their own control within the borders 

of their own country. However, sovereignty comes with a responsibility. A state is not 

exempted from other states intervening if the state is not protecting its civilians. The ICISS 

states that the term “sovereignty” can be redefined. Not only does sovereignty mean control, 

but it can be seen as a responsibility. The state is “…responsible for the functions of 

protecting the safety and lives of citizens and promotion of their welfare”.12 

 

The sovereignty of states and the responsibility of intervention are two highly discussed 

topics when it comes to R2P. While international law emphasizes the importance of 

respecting states sovereignty, the question of humanitarian intervention seems imperative 

during conflicts when civilians are targeted.  

 

2.1.2. The pillars of R2P 

 

R2P lies on three fundamental pillars. These pillars give more to the idea of protection and 

responsibility when it comes to this global commitment. The pillars are as follows: 

 
11 ICISS report, The Responsibility to Protect, 2001, p. 2 
12 ICISS report, The Responsibility to Protect, 2001, p. 13 
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1. Every State has the Responsibility to Protect its populations from four mass atrocity 

crimes; genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity and ethnic cleansing. 

2. The wider international community has the responsibility to encourage and assist 

individual states in meeting that responsibility. 

3. If a state is manifestly failing to protect its populations, the international community 

must be prepared to take appropriate collective action, in a timely and decisive 

manner and in accordance with the UN Charter.13 

 

The three pillars of R2P was outlined by the former Secretary-General of the UN, Bank Ki-

Moon, and Ki-Moon stated that “All three must be ready to be utilized at any point, as there 

is no set sequence for moving from one to another, especially in a strategy of early and 

flexible response”.14 Granted, states did not want to intervene in war and conflicts that did not 

serve any of their own interests, but the outcome of the UN World Summit in 2005 showed 

that there was a clear need for the international community’s response, and involvement in 

different situations where human lives were being compromised. Bhojwani discusses the 

third pillar of R2P, and stipulates it as controversial. The question of when, and how to 

intervene when a state is “…manifestly failing to protect its populations…”, and that the 

international community must intervene has been considered to be particularly difficult. First, 

the UN Charter has to be taken into account, more specifically Article 39 of Chapter VII in 

the Charter.15 This article states that it is the UNSC that should “…determine the existence of 

any threat to peace, breach of the peace, or act of aggression…”.16 The connection between 

UNSC and R2P will be discussed later on in the thesis. 

 

2.2. Realism 
 

Realism, or political realism as it is also called, is a theory that is used in international 

relations. This theory seeks to highlight the competition and conflicts that happen within the 

political arena of the world.17 Furthermore, the most important actor when it comes to realism 

 
13 Global Centre for The Responsibility to Protect, What is R2P?, 2022, https://www.globalr2p.org/what-is-r2p/, 

[cited: May 1st 2022] 
14 Bhojwani, D., Responsibility to Protect Issues of Legality and Legitimacy, Economic and Political Weekly, 

47(46), 2012, pp. 28-30, p. 29 
15 Ibid 
16 United Nations, Codification Division Publications, Repertory of Practice of United Nations Organs, Charter 

of the United Nations, https://legal.un.org/repertory/art39.shtml [cited May 21 2022] 
17 Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Political Realism in International Relations, 2017, 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/realism-intl-relations/ [cited May 22 2022] 

https://www.globalr2p.org/what-is-r2p/
https://legal.un.org/repertory/art39.shtml
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/realism-intl-relations/
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is the state, and it considered to be the “principle actor”.18 The realist theory acknowledges 

other actors, such as organizations but they do not have a pivotal role in the field.19 Realism 

highlights different events in history as examples, which has been useful in this thesis since 

the Srebrenica massacre has been used to draw comparisons to Tigray today.20 

 

Realism as a theory was improved, and modernized by Kenneth Waltz. Waltz adopted the 

term “neorealism”, and explained neorealism as a lens through which we see the structure of 

modern society. This structure is an “international anarchic system”, and states are bound to 

it.21 There is not much that states can do when it comes to freely deciding their courses of 

action, since the states are enmeshed it in this system. If an event is not directly tied to the 

interest of a particular state, the state is probably not going to intervene and react in the 

ethical and responsible way that is needed.22 This could somehow explain how, and why, 

R2P has not reached its full potential since all states in the world operate in this political 

arena, according to the realist theory. Furthermore, critics of realism have argued that there is 

this relationship called “the balance of power”. This refers to certain situations where the 

principle actors are actively making choices that will benefit their own interest, as opposed to 

the interest of others.23 Additionally, this can be connected to the international anarchic 

system that Waltz refers to.  

 

Taking the information provided above into consideration, the theory of realism is the best 

suited theory for this thesis since it will not only be able to draw examples from the past, but 

it will also help us think critically about why the R2P framework seems to fail time after time 

in the actual-real world practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
18 E-International Relations, Antunes, S., Camisão, I., Introducing Realism in International Relations Theory, 

2018, https://www.e-ir.info/pdf/72860 [cited May 20 2022] p. 1  
19E-International Relations, Antunes, S., Camisão, I., Introducing Realism in International Relations Theory, 

2018, https://www.e-ir.info/pdf/72860 [cited May 20 2022] p. 1 
20 Ibid 
21 Ibid, p. 2 
22 Ibid  
23 Ibid, p. 3  

https://www.e-ir.info/pdf/72860
https://www.e-ir.info/pdf/72860
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3. Tigray 2020- now 
 

This chapter of the thesis will address Tigray, and it will also address the underlying factors 

of the conflict that we are seeing today.  

 

On November 4th, 2020, just a little over a year after winning the Nobel Peace Prize, the 

Ethiopian prime minister launched a military offensive against the TPLF, in northern 

Ethiopia.24 25 Since the beginning of this internal, armed conflict, with the Ethiopian 

government and the Eritrean military on one side, and the TPLF forces on the other, there 

have been numerous reports of war crimes and ethnic cleansing. Thousands of people have 

either been raped, killed or forced to flee their homes due to the ongoing violence. Although 

the ongoing conflict that is happening in the Tigray region today has been going on for 

almost a year and a half, with little to no coverage on what is happening in the region, the 

history between the Ethiopian government, and the TPLF run much deeper. 

 

3.1. Historical context 
 

As stated in the section above, the history between the TPLF and the Ethiopian government 

goes a long way back in time. In order to make it more understandable for the reader, this 

section will be divided into a couple of subsections. 

 

3.1.1. The origin of TPLF and connection to the Ethiopian government 

 

The TPLF, was founded in the 1970’s. This was a time when many Africans were demanding 

a change in terms of “…revolution and liberation”.26 Among those that were demanding a 

change in Ethiopia were some young men from Tigray. This led to the founding of TPLF as 

they were dissatisfied with the Ethiopian government. During this time, the TPLF rose as a 

result of the turmoil that was taking place in the country. 

 

 
24 DW, Nobel Peace committee criticizes prize winner Abiy Ahmed over Tigray, 2022,  

https://www.dw.com/en/nobel-peace-committee-criticizes-prize-winner-abiy-ahmed-over-tigray/a-60416210 

[cited April 10th 2022]  
25 The Nobel Prize, Abiy Ahmed Ali, 2019, https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/2019/abiy/facts/ [cited: 

April 9th 2022]  
26 The Guardian, Burke, Jason, Rise and fall of Ethiopia’s TPLF-from rebels to rulers and back, 2020, 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/25/rise-and-fall-of-ethiopias-tplf-tigray-peoples-liberation-front 

[cited May 10 2022] 
  

https://www.dw.com/en/nobel-peace-committee-criticizes-prize-winner-abiy-ahmed-over-tigray/a-60416210
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/2019/abiy/facts/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/25/rise-and-fall-of-ethiopias-tplf-tigray-peoples-liberation-front
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In 1989, the TPLF gained a new leader by the name Meles Zenawi.27 Zenawi, hailing from 

the Tigray region, decided to expand the relationships with other ethnic groups in Ethiopia. 

The TPLF and the Ethiopian People’s Democratic Movement (EPDM), formed an alliance,28 

and later on created the Ethiopian People’ Revolutionary Democratic Front was founded, 

(EPRDF).29 The EPDM mainly consisted of Amhara’s, an ethnic group in Ethiopia, and when 

they formed EPRDF with TPLF, the EPRDF mainly consisted of Tigrayans, and they help the 

majority of the positions in the party.30 After overthrowing the sitting government in 1991, 

leading the former military dictator Haile Mariam Mengistu to leave Ethiopia, a new 

government was formed under the ruling of EPRDF.31 

 

Zenawi took his place in the newly installed transitional government in Ethiopia, and served 

as the president from 1991 to 1995. Zenawi was elected as the new Ethiopian prime minister 

during the elections of 1995, 32 and this was a post that he held until his death in 2012.33 

Since Zenawi, the new ruler of the country, was part of the TPLF, the group could influence 

the ruling of the country. After his death, the former deputy prime minister and minister of 

Foreign Affairs, Hailemariam Desalegn stepped in as the prime minister of Ethiopia.34 

Desalegn remained in power from 2012-2018, when he resigned. Many Ethiopians were 

surprised, and Desalegn argued that he resigned because the country needed “…sustainable 

peace and democracy”, and this would be able to happen because of his resignation.35 

 

 

 
27 The Guardian, How Meles Zenawi went from medical school dropout to prime minister, 2012, 

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/aug/21/meles-zenawi-dropout-prime-minister [cited 

May 10 2022]  
28 UCDP Conflict Encyclopedia, Government of Ethiopia-TPLF, 2022, https://ucdp.uu.se/statebased/555 [cited 

May 13 2022]  
29 The Guardian, How Meles Zenawi went from medical school dropout to prime minister, 2012, 

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/aug/21/meles-zenawi-dropout-prime-minister [cited 

May 10 2022]  
30 UCDP Conflict Encyclopedia, Government of Ethiopia-TPLF, 2022, https://ucdp.uu.se/statebased/555 [cited 

May 13 2022]  
31 History, Ethiopian capital falls to rebels, ending 17 years of Marxist rule, 2020, 

https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/ethiopian-capital-falls-to-rebels [cited May 10 2022] 
32 Columbia University World Leaders Forum, Meles Zenawi, 2010, 

https://worldleaders.columbia.edu/directory/meles-zenawi [cited May 13 2022] 
33 BBC, Ethiopian PM Meles Zenawi dies after illness, 2012, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-

19328356 [cited May 13 2022] 
34 Britannica, Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia; Political and economic reforms, 2022, 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Ethiopia/Federal-Democratic-Republic-of-Ethiopia#ref1157121 [cited May 

13 2022]  
35 The Guardian, Ethiopian prime minister resigns after mass protests, 2018, 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/feb/15/ethiopia-prime-minister-hailemariam-desalegn-resigns-after-

mass-protests [cited May 13 2022]  
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3.1.2. Abiy Ahmed and the background of today’s conflict 

 

The current prime minister of Ethiopia, Abiy Ahmed, was appointed as prime minister in 

2018.36 Ahmed was part of the Oromo People’s Democratic Organization (OPDO), and he 

was already elected as a member of the House of People’s Representatives in 2010. Before 

becoming the prime minister of Ethiopia, Ahmed served as the minister of science and 

technology, but left that position to become the “…vice president of the Oromia regional 

government”.37 When Ahmed came to power as the prime minister within the Ethiopian 

government, he vowed to make some reforms.38 

 

In 2019, Ahmed founded a new party called the “Prosperity Party” (PP). With this new party, 

Ahmed wanted to get rid of division in the country that had been promoted by the EPRDF.39 

Since the Ethiopian government had encouraged different regions to self-govern themselves, 

there were many regional elections, as well as the national elections. Ahmed made it a 

priority to make peace with a lot of ethnical groups in the country, and he signed a peace 

agreement with Ogaden National Liberation Front (ONFL), after over 30 years of conflict.40 

Furthermore, Ahmed wanted to sign a peace treaty, since the two countries had a protracted 

border conflict. In 2018, Ahmed announced that Ethiopia would fulfill the 2000 peace 

agreement. 41 This was a great achievement for the Ethiopian government, and Ahmed 

received the Nobel Peace Prize for settling the prolonged conflict the neighboring country. 

 

Ahmed’s idea with PP was to unite the country under one party, instead of recognizing for 

ethnic differences. Ethiopia, consisting of over 90 ethnicities, the division between the 

population is very apparent.42 Because of the Covid-19 pandemic, the elections that were 

supposed to be held in August 2020 had to be postponed. The regional elections were also 

supposed to be postponed, and some regional parties did not oppose Ahmed’s position, did 

 
36 Britannica, McKenna, Amy, Abiy Ahmed- prime minister of Ethiopia, 2022, 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Abiy-Ahmed [cited May 10 2022]  
37 Ibid 
38 BBC, Abiy Ahmed’s reforms in Ethiopia lift the lid on ethnic tensions, 2022, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-48803815 [cited May 2022]  
39 Al Jazeera, Gedamu, Yohannes, Why Abiy Ahmed’s Prosperity Party is good news for Ethiopia, 2019, 

https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2019/12/18/why-abiy-ahmeds-prosperity-party-is-good-news-for-ethiopia 

[cited May 11 2022] 
40 Britannica, Abiy Ahmed, 2022, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Abiy-Ahmed [cited May 13 2022] 
41 Ibid 
42 World Directory of Minorities and Indigenous People, Ethiopia, 2019, 

https://minorityrights.org/country/ethiopia/ [cited May 13 2022]  
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not carry out any regional elections.43 However, TPLF decided to go through with the 

elections and they were deemed illegal, and Ahmed denied the outcome.44 Even though the 

Tigrayans decided to carry out their elections, Ahmed stated that the government would not 

respond with force, although the elections were illegal.45 Since the elections were not 

recognized by the federal government, the TPLF was considered to be “…holding power in 

Tigray illegally”.46 Therefore, the Ethiopian government installed a new interim government 

in the region of Tigray, and removed the sitting Tigrayan government. Mulu Nega, was 

replaced by the former Abraham Belay, the former minister of innovation and technology 

within the Ethiopian government.47 The federal government and TPLF already had a 

constrained relationship, and this divided them even further. 

 

The TPLF saw the federal government as their enemies, and although they had carried out 

their own regional elections, the federal government was present on Tigrayan territories. 

TPLF professed that they would drive out the federal government, and even sent out a 

statement saying “The government of Tigray calls upon our people and army of Tigray to 

intensify their struggle until our enemies completely leave Tigray”.48 This came after the 

federal government of Ethiopia had declared a ceasefire in June 2021, but TPLF completely 

dismissed it and wanted the government out of the region. 49 Therefore, TPLF intensified 

their forces and forced the government out of the capital of Tigray, Mekelle.50 As a result, 

Ethiopian government forces was ordered to launch a military offensive against the TPLF.  

 

 

 
43 Reuters, Houreld, Katharine & Miriri, Duncan, Ethiopia postpones August election due to coronavirus, 2020, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-election-idUSKBN21I2QU [cited May 13 2022]  
44 Al Jazeera, Governing party in Ethiopia’s Tigray sweeps regional polls, 2020, 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/9/11/governing-party-in-ethiopias-tigray-sweeps-regional-polls [cited 

May 13 2022] 
45 Reuters, Paravicini, Giulia, Ethiopia’s Tigray holds regional election in defiance of federal government, 2020, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-politics-idUSKBN25Z35S [cited May 16 2022] 
46 Quartz Africa, Getachew, Samuel, A controversial regional election win in Ethiopia has raised the stakes for 

its federal system, 2020, https://qz.com/africa/1902614/ethiopia-tigray-tplf-party-wins-controversial-election/ 

[cited May 16 2022] 
47 Al Jazeera, Ethiopia replaces head of interim gov’t in war-wracked Tigray, 2021, 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/5/6/ethiopia-replaces-head-of-war-hit-tigray-region [cited May 16 2022] 
48 The Guardian, Akinwotu, Emmanuel, Tigray rebels vow to drive out ‘enemies’ despite ceasefire declaration, 

2021, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jun/29/tigray-rebels-vow-to-drive-out-enemies-despite-

ceasefire-declaration [cited May 16 2022] 
49 Voice of America, Ethiopia’s Government Declares Unilateral Cease-fire in Tigray, 2021, 

https://www.voanews.com/a/africa_ethiopias-government-declares-unilateral-cease-fire-tigray/6207633.html 

[cited May 16 2022] 
50 Voice of America, Ethiopia’s Government Declares Unilateral Cease-fire in Tigray, 2021, 
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3.2. Violations of international humanitarian law 
 

In this ongoing conflict, there have been reports of violations of international humanitarian 

law. Crimes such as crimes against humanity and ethnic cleansing have been brought up. 

Human rights organizations have demanded that both sides, the federal government and 

TPLF, to put down their arms and end the violence. In an open letter to the UN Secretary-

General Antonio Guterres, and the permanent representatives of the UNSC, 30 different 

organizations appealed that the UN should “…demand publicly that the parties to the conflict 

in northern Ethiopia end ongoing violence and dismantle the blockade preventing relief 

assistance from reaching millions of people on the brink of starvation”.51 Not only are the 

civilians in the Tigray region experiencing ongoing violence, but it has been reported that 

“…5.5 million has been under what the UN has described as a ‘de facto blockade’, imposed 

by the prime minister, Abiy Ahmed…”.52  

 

Furthermore, four organizations have released reports that highlight the violations of 

international humanitarian law, and the ongoing human rights abuses in the Tigray region. 

This section of the thesis will focus on those two reports, and there will be subsections so that 

it is easier for the reader to understand.  

 

3.2.1. EHCR and OHCHR  

 

The EHRC, together with OHCHR, conducted an investigation from May-August 2021. This 

investigation aimed to “…look into the alleged human rights violations and abuses, and 

violations of international humanitarian law…”, as well as other alleged violations.53 The 

findings that were made by the investigation team in this report, called the Joint Investigation 

Team (JIT), showed that both sides to the conflict had violated international humanitarian 

law.54  

 
51 Refugees International, Joint Open Letter to UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres and Permanent 

Representatives of Security Council Member States- 30 Organizations Urge Action to End Violence and Famine 

in Tigray, Ethiopia, 2021, https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports/2021/9/20/30-organizations-urge-

action-to-end-violence-and-famine-in-tigray-ethiopia [cited May 16 2022] 
52 The Guardian, ’Trying to survive’: millions in Tigray face hunger as they wait in vain for aid, 2022, 

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2022/mar/23/trying-to-survive-millions-in-tigray-face-

hunger-as-they-wait-in-vain-for-aid [cited May 16 2022] 
53 Report of the Ethiopian Human Rights Commission (EHRC)/ Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) Joint Investigation into Alleged Violations of International Human 

Rights, Humanitarian and Refugee Law Committed by all Parties to the Conflict in the Tigray Region of the 

Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2021, p. 1 
54 Ibid, p. 30 
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As the summary regarding the report from Amnesty International and HRW will show in the 

next section, the JIT could report that many sources told them that the ENDF executed 

Tigrayans on the street, and did not let the civilians bury the bodies.55 The investigation team 

documented that “…torture and other forms of cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment against 

civilians and captured combatants in several locations across Tigray committed by all parties 

to the conflict” could be found.56 Young men were forced to walk around naked on their own 

street, while different forces took pictures of the civilians.57 All parties to the conflict had 

arrested civilians under inhumane conditions, and not provided them with food or water for 

several days.58 Sexual and gender-based violence occurred, and this could be told by 

survivors, witnesses and others.59  

 

3.2.2. Amnesty International and HRW 

 

In April 2022, Amnesty International and HRW released a joint report regarding the crimes 

that are taking place in the Tigray region. The report, with over 400 interviews, as well as 

further research, revealed what many have been dreading since the start of this conflict. 

Amnesty International and HRW could conduct the “investigation” that was needed, and the 

report contains information regarding crimes against humanity and war crimes. There have 

also been reports on ethnic cleansing in Western Tigray.  

 

This report contains many alleged crimes committed by the Ethiopian National Defence 

Forces (ENDF), as well as other forces that are fighting alongside the government.60 Crimes 

such as ethnic cleansing, war crimes, and crimes against humanity have been reported from 

the Tigray region since the start of this conflict. Amnesty International and HRW could 

conclude that different actors had vowed to, whether it was “…orally and in written 

statements their intention to remove Tigrayans from “from this land” and beyond the Tekeze 

 
55 Report of the Ethiopian Human Rights Commission (EHRC)/ Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) Joint Investigation into Alleged Violations of International Human 

Rights, Humanitarian and Refugee Law Committed by all Parties to the Conflict in the Tigray Region of the 

Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2021, p. 31 
56 Ibid, p. 33 
57 Ibid  
58 Ibid, p. 38 
59 Ibid, p. 40 
60 Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, “We Will Erase You From this Land” Crimes Against 

Humanity and Ethnic Cleansing in Ethiopia’s Western Tigray Zone, 2022, p. 191 
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river”.61 Amnesty International and HRW used the term “ethnic cleansing” in their report, 

and although the term is not acknowledged within international law, it has been defined as 

“…a purposeful policy designed by one ethnic or religious group to remove by violent and 

terror-inspiring means the civilian population of another ethnic or religious group from 

certain geographic areas”.62 Further, the term ethnic cleansing does not only entail the killing 

of a certain ethnic group, but also “…crimes such as murder, torture, arbitrary arrest and 

detention, extra-judicial executions and sexual assaults, confinement of civilian population in 

ghetto areas, forcible removal, displacement and deportation of civilian population, deliberate 

military attacks or threats of attacks on civilians and civilian areas…” etc.63  

 

Another crime that has been reported by Amnesty International and HRW is war crimes. War 

crimes is “cited” in customary international humanitarian law, more specifically the Rome 

Statute of the International Criminal Court. Further, war crime is also considered to be a 

grave breach in regard to the “…provisions of the Geneva Conventions of 1949…”.64  

 

Crimes against humanity is the third alleged crime that has been committed by different 

forces that are linked to the Ethiopian government, in the Tigray region. Crimes against 

humanity are such crimes that are “…carried out as part of an attack directed against a 

civilian population”.65 According to this report, the ENDF, alongside their allies have 

massacred Tigrayans while they have been in their custody.66 Rape survivors have witnessed 

that they have been assaulted by federal forces, and they have been degraded because of their 

ethnicity.67 Tigrayans have allegedly been forced to leave their homes, which had led to force 

displacements in the region.68 

 

 

 

 
61 Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, “We Will Erase You From this Land” Crimes Against 

Humanity and Ethnic Cleansing in Ethiopia’s Western Tigray Zone, 2022, p. 192 
62 United Nations Security Council, Report of the United Nations Commission of Experts Established Pursuant 

to Security Council Resolution S/1994/674, 1994 
63 Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, “We Will Erase You From this Land” Crimes Against 

Humanity and Ethnic Cleansing in Ethiopia’s Western Tigray Zone, 2022, p. 192 
64 Ibid, p.193  
65 Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, “We Will Erase You From this Land” Crimes Against 

Humanity and Ethnic Cleansing in Ethiopia’s Western Tigray Zone, 2022, p. 194 
66 Ibid, p. 196 
67 Ibid, p. 197 
68 Ibid, p. 198 
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3.3. Response from the international community 
 

The armed conflict in the Tigray region started in the end of 2020. On December 7th, 2020, 

the Secretary-General of the UN, Guterres urged the parties to respect the “…rule of law…” 

and expressed the deep concern he had for the ongoing situation.69 Guterres continued to 

express the support that the UN had for the African Union (AU), and their work to resolve the 

conflict in Ethiopia. 70 During the 47th session of the UN Human Rights Council, and they 

issued their concerns for the alleged human rights abuses that were taking place in the 

region.71 Furthermore, UN HRC called for a ceasefire so that the people living in the area 

could receive the proper humanitarian assistance they needed.72  

 

On the 1st of October 2021, members of the UNSC wanted to discuss the ongoing situation in 

Tigray. Countries such as the UK, the US, France, Norway, Ireland, and Estonia requested a 

meeting to address the fact that the Ethiopian government had accused seven UN officials of 

“meddling in the internal affairs of the country”, and the UN officials had been “…declared 

‘persona non grata’ and given 72 hours to leave Ethiopian territory”.73 This was a result after 

the Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator 

Martin Griffiths had made known that the Ethiopian government had imposed a “de-facto 

blockade” on the humanitarian aid that was intended to reach the Tigray region.74 The 

Secretary-General of the UN, Guterres, denounced the decision made by Ethiopia, and stated 

that Ethiopia was indeed violating international humanitarian law.75 In December 2021, one 

year into the conflict in the Tigray region, the UN HRC held a special session to address the 

situation regarding the human rights abuses in Ethiopia. Referencing back to the report from 

OHCHR and EHRC, the UN HRC “…indicated that there was a need for further 

investigation of a number of alleged violations and abuses committed by all parties…” as 

 
69 United Nations, ‘Quickly restore the rule of law’ in Ethiopia’s Tigray, urges Guterres, 2020, 
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well as deciding “…to establish for a period of one year […] an international commission of 

human rights experts on Ethiopia, compromising three human rights experts…”.76  

 

The Rwandan president, Paul Kagame, has continuously called on the UN, as well as the AU 

to engage with the conflict, and find a solution to end it. Kagame has voiced his concerns 

regarding the negligence from the international community, and has urged the African 

countries to take the matters into their own hands.77 

 

3.4. Comparison to Srebrenica 1995 
 

This section of the thesis is focused on the Srebrenica massacre in 1995, in former 

Yugoslavia. This case has been chosen to be compared to the ongoing Ethiopian-Tigrayan 

conflict because, just like the Tigrayans, the Bosnian Muslims were part of a bigger country 

and there had been some conflict with the leaders of the country for some time. Although the 

Bosnians shared the same race78, and had the same features as the rest of the country, their 

religion was different and they wanted to govern themselves. The Bosnians fought for their 

autonomy, and even declared their independence in March 1992, after a referendum.79 

 

The former Yugoslavia was made up of six different republics; Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Montenegro, Serbia (which at the time included Kosovo and Vojvodina), Macedonia, 

Slovenia, and Croatia.80 In the beginning of the 90s, Yugoslavia experienced war, and this led 

to the independence of Croatia and Slovenia in 1991.81 This divided the federation even 

further, since Yugoslavia used to be called the “…’federation of Southern Slavs’…”.82 In the 

Bosnian territories, the republic was divided by Muslims, Croatians and Serbs. This led to the 

declaration of independence from Bosnia.83 As the tensions in Yugoslavia were rising, the 

civilians sought to their own ethnicities. Civilians even stated that they would not greet their 
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neighbors.84 During a time where neighbors were turning on each other, the Bosnian-Serbs 

continued to attack the Bosnians by destroying cultural landmarks, and it was even reported 

that the Serbs were running concentration-camp-likes detention centers in Bosnia.85 On July 

6th, 1995, the Bosnian-Serb troops began closing in on Bosnian territories, and many 

Bosnians fled to a village close to Srebrenica, and some Dutch peacekeepers capitulated. This 

made it easier for the Ratko Mladić, the military leader for the Bosnian-Serb troops, and his 

men, to walk into Srebrenica.86 

 

In what has been described as the worst massacre since World War II, over 7,000 male 

Bosnians were killed by Bosnian-Serb troops in the town of Srebrenica, Bosnia.87 The town 

of Srebrenica had been considered to be a “safe area” by the UN in a resolution from 199388, 

and since the civilians trusted the UN peacekeepers, Bosnian-Serb troops could disguise 

themselves as UN peacekeepers. On July 11, 1995, the officers “…made false promises of 

security to encourage men to surrender; thousands gave themselves up or were captured, and 

many were subsequently executed.89 It has been revealed that the Bosnian-Serb troops used 

different tactics to “ethnically cleanse” the Bosnian Muslims, such as “…widespread torture, 

murder, rape, beatings, harassment…” etc.90  

 

Srebrenica was one of the most vulnerable places in Bosnia, since the UN peacekeepers did 

not carry heavy arms, due to the ceasefire that was signed in April, 1993.91 Therefore, the 

UN-peacekeepers were unable to protect the Bosnian Muslims against the Bosnian-Serbs. 

After the Bosnian-Serbs had attacked Srebrenica, and Srebrenica was said to have fallen, 

Jacques Chirac, the French president at the time, made it known that France could send out 

troops to get Srebrenica back to the Bosnian Muslims. However, the British prime minister, 

John Major, argued that if the Bosnian-Serbs were challenged, the UN peacekeepers might 
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have to withdraw from the area.92 Less than a week later, NATO forces tried to help the 

peacekeepers to safely evacuate the area but the Serbs demanded that NATO leave the 

country. This led to the UN peacekeepers asking NATO to withdraw.93  

 

It has been estimated that around 100,000 people died during the Bosnian war from 1992-

1995, and many of those involved in the Bosnian war have been convicted to several crimes, 

such as war crimes, genocide and crimes against humanity. In November, 1995, the Dayton 

peace agreement was signed in Dayton, Ohio, to stop the killing of civilians in Bosnia. The 

peace agreement did not exempt Mladic, and Radovan Karadzic to be convicted of war 

crimes in the future.94 In a criminal tribunal established by the UN, called the International 

Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, the ICTY, the former military leader Mladic 

alongside others, were convicted to many years in prison for their involvement in the war.  

 

The term “ethnic cleansing” that has been used in this thesis, came up in the aftermath of the 

mass atrocities that had occurred in former Yugoslavia. Although the term is not recognized 

under international law, it has been used to describe the mass killings of an entire ethnicity.95 
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4. Discussion  
 

Ethiopia is a party to several treaties, including the 1949 Geneva Conventions and Protocol II 

in the Convention. This means that they are bound to obey the principles that regulate 

humanitarian action during an armed conflict.96 Furthermore, IHL can be categorized in two 

when it comes to armed conflicts, international armed conflicts and non-international armed 

conflicts. International armed conflicts is explained in Common Article 2 of the Convention 

and refers to any armed conflict between two or more parties.97 Non-international armed 

conflicts is not explained in any specific article in the Convention but it refers to armed 

conflicts between a state and armed groups within the country.98 As IHL is the primary law 

that is used during armed conflicts, all parties to the conflict must respect the principles that 

are stated in Common Article 3 of the Convention, as these are the minimum standards. 

People that are not part of the armed conflict should be left unharmed and treated humanely. 

Furthermore, this should be respected without discriminatory regards.99 By the reports that 

have been presented in this thesis, neither of the parties to the conflict uphold, nor respect the 

principles that are stated in the Convention.  

 

Ethiopia is also a party to the African Charter, since they are a member of the AU. The 

African Charter emphasizes the importance of states respecting the human rights of their 

population and Article 4 in the Charter states that “Every human being shall be entitled to 

respect for his life and the integrity of his person”.100 The conflict in Tigray has shown that 

civilians are being attacked by the parties of the conflict, thus Ethiopia has not respected the 

African Charter, and protected its civilians and respected their right to life. 
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2022]  
98 RULAC, Geneva Academy, https://www.rulac.org/classification/non-international-armed-conflicts [cited 
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4.1. First pillar of R2P 
 

 

This pillar of R2P refers to the “protection responsibility” that is placed on a state to protect 

its civilians.101 The first pillar does not require the interference of any other state to protect 

populations that are not within their territory. The protection responsibility respects every 

state’s sovereignty, which refers to human rights.102 Ethiopia, as a UN member state, has 

accepted R2P and is therefore bound by the protection responsibility. Since R2P was 

internationally adopted in 2005, the global commitment was not in place during the war in 

former Yugoslavia. Yugoslavia had the responsibility to protect its civilians, and respect their 

human rights under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UNDR). In the case of 

Tigray, the Ethiopian government not only has the responsibility to protect its civilians under 

the first pillar, but the government is also a party to several treaties that safeguards human 

rights. If a state cannot uphold the protection responsibility, they can seek help and guidance 

from the UN, other states, NGOs etc.103  

 

4.2. Second pillar of R2P 
 

The second pillar of R2P refers to the responsibility that is placed on the international 

community when assisting other states in meeting their “protection responsibility”. This pillar 

also emphasizes the importance of states cooperating with each other. Together with the first 

pillar, the second pillar focuses on preventing the four mass atrocity crimes. Thus, they are 

incredibly important to respect, as well as to uphold, by the international community. The 

pillar states that “…the international community has the responsibility to encourage and assist 

individual states…” and it has several meanings. The international community could try to 

persuade the parties into laying down their arms, and conducting a dialogue between them, or 

even asking the UN to meddle between them.104 The UN has proven to be useful when trying 

to meddle between parties, but seeing as though Ethiopia did fire UN-officials by accusing 

 
101 United Nations General Assembly, Implementing the responsibility to protect, Report of the Secretary-

General, https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N09/206/10/PDF/N0920610.pdf?OpenElement 

[cited May 23 2022] p. 8 
102 United Nations General Assembly, Implementing the responsibility to protect, Report of the Secretary-

General, https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N09/206/10/PDF/N0920610.pdf?OpenElement 

[cited May 23 2022] p. 11 
103 Ibid, p. 13 
104 United Nations General Assembly, Implementing the responsibility to protect, Report of the Secretary-

General, https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N09/206/10/PDF/N0920610.pdf?OpenElement 

[cited May 23 2022] p. 15  
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them of trying to intervene in internal affairs of Ethiopia, the diplomacy efforts can be seen as 

ineffectual.  

 

4.3. Third pillar of R2P 
 

The third pillar of R2P places the entire responsibility on the international community, 

because at this stage, the state has proven that it is incapable of protecting its population. The 

two former pillars focused on prevention, while this third one can be seen as rather 

complicated. The pillar states that the international community should take “appropriate 

collective action, in a timely and decisive manner”. Paragraph 139 in the Summit Outcome 

from 2005 emphasizes that the international community should use “appropriate diplomatic, 

humanitarian and other peaceful means” in accordance with the UN Charter.105 Article 33 of 

Chapter VI in the UN Charter communicates to states that they should “…seek a solution by 

negotiation, enquiry […], or other peaceful means of their own choice”. If this cannot be 

done, the UNSC should recommend procedures that the state can take. 

 

The response from the international community to the Tigrayan crisis has been minimal. If 

the international community had put pressure on Ethiopia to actually end this conflict, and 

impose more sanctions, this might have led to the resolution of the conflict. The third pillar 

also focuses on preventing the international community from physically getting involved in 

the conflict, and the most powerful means is sanctioning the state. In 1991, during the war in 

Yugoslavia, an arms embargo was imposed on the state. However, this proved to not be 

enough, and in 1992, the UNSC imposed “…very complex economic, diplomatic and cultural 

sanctions…” and this led to the country being cut off from the rest of the world.106 These are 

the actions that can be considered as prevention when it comes to R2P. 

 

The US announced that they would impose sanctions on Ethiopia in September, 2021, since 

the government was not allowing humanitarian aid to reach Tigray.107 The sanctions would 
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106 Hejsek, J., The Impact of Economic Sanction on Civilians: Case of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, The 

Science for Populations Protection 2/2012, 2012, accessed at: http://www.population-
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107 Brookings, Felbab-Brown, V., The exemplary U.S. sanctions regime for Ethiopia’s Tigray conflict and 
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stop all the “security and financial assistance” given to the Ethiopian government, and the 

condition was to end the human suffering and the breaches of IHL. The US was even looking 

to pass a bill that refers to the sanctions.108 Ethiopia was even suspended from the African 

Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA). By suspending Ethiopia from AGOA, it ensured that 

they could not enter the US market as freely. 109  

 

4.3.1. Inability to protect 

 

The inability of the UN to protect civilians was shown in the case of Srebrenica. Although 

they stationed in areas that were considered to be “safe areas”, the peacekeepers could deliver 

aid but not intervene and stop the killings of Bosnian Muslims. This has been highly 

criticized. In comparison to the Tigray case, where the UN only has asked the parties to lay 

down their arms without any result, states physically intervening might be the only solution 

to end the conflict.  

 

4.4. UNSC and R2P 
 

The UNSC is the UN body that is responsible for R2P. This means that it is the UNSC that 

makes the call as to if the UN, and its member States should intervene in different conflicts. 

Ban Ki-Moon has urged the five permanent members of the UNSC to not veto any decision 

that will go against the involvement of the international community in conflicts were the 

“…obligations relating to the responsibility to protect…” are not being met.110 The five 

permanent member, also known as the P5, are China, Russia, the UK, the US and France.111 

Russia and China, being permanent members and having the right to veto the proposals from 

the UNSC, has made it clear that they see the conflict in Tigray as an internal one that does 

not need the involvement from the international community.112 By the veto power that Russia 
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and China holds, an intervention under the third pillar of R2P seems impossible since they 

can block the proposals made by the UNSC.  

 

4.5. R2P and realism 
 

R2P did come up after the failure of hindering the mass atrocities in Bosnia and Rwanda. 

Relating to the ongoing conflict in Tigray through the lens of realism, it can be understood 

that the international community are not reacting as they should because the conflict does not 

relate to states’ personal interests. Furthermore, R2P has not been used to its full potential 

according to realism. It can even be discussed if the framework is flawed and if it is only a 

dream of what the international community should to, that cannot be applied into practice. 

Nevertheless, R2P remains and there has to be a way for the international community to 

apply the theories into practical efforts, and further ensure that populations around the world 

are protected against mass atrocities.  

 

The theory of realism emphasizes that states operate in a political arena, and matters that 

would have an impact on the personal interest of another state, will be reacted to, and it can 

also show that the international community is fundamentally selfish. There are certain 

structures within the theory, that cannot be redefined. In comparison to R2P, one could argue 

that the response from the international community to certain conflicts/crises will only 

happen if they serve an important interest for a state. In the case of Srebrenica, located in 

Europe, it was of the outmost importance that the international community intervened since 

this could spill into their own territories. However, this was not executed properly. In the case 

of Tigray, and the ongoing conflict, it does not have an impact on western states, but it does 

have an impact on the nearby countries. As R2P developed in the wake of the mass atrocities 

that happened in Rwanda, and Bosnia, the framework has to be improved in the sense that it 

has to go from being responsibilities stated on paper, to actually being implemented in reality. 

If not, the lives of millions of people will be lost. The noted political scientist Marie Demker 

reflects on how realism calls attention to how states serve their own interests; at the same 

time, she notes that shared norms, values and guidelines (of which R2P would be one) can 

sometimes push a state in a different direction that its naked self-interest as regards power 
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and advantage.113 This means that there is still some hope for an R2P framework to become 

efficacious.  

 

4.6. Improving the R2P framework 
 

This thesis proposes that the framework of R2P can be improved by creating an R2P 

ombudsman, and an office for the ombudsman to operate from. The ombudsman would 

solely work with helping states meet their protection responsibilities and would also serve as 

a support for states when it comes to questions regarding R2P. This would bridge the gap 

from the dream of R2P to a reality and an actual framework that works for the populations of 

all states in the world. It is worth noting that the concept of ombudsman – originally a 

Swedish invention, as the etymology suggests – is intimately bound with notions of 

protection. The original, and in many ways, prototypical ombudsman is the 

“barnombudsman”, the ombudsman for children’s rights. The concept of responsibility to 

protect the vulnerable is thus central to the very idea of having an ombudsman. 

 

Furthermore, the R2P ombudsman should be a UN-governed office, where annual reports are 

sent to the UNSC, so there is a direct link between the office of the ombudsman and the UN. 

This office could be funded by UN member states, and a suggestion would be that no 

member states makes a direct funding that is more than 10% of the total budget. This would 

help prevent the ombudsman’s office from situations where it dare not criticize a powerful 

state for fear of loss of funding. The ombudsman’s team would be experts on R2P, assisting 

states in protecting their populations and preventing mass atrocities from happening. Human 

rights organizations such as HRW could work together with the ombudsman in gathering 

reports from around the world and seeing where the need for help is. The ombudsman would 

do the following: 

 

I. Monitor the states so that they are upholding their protection responsibility for 

their population, while respecting their sovereignties.  

II. Gather reports from conflicts around the world on a regular basis to ensure that 

mass atrocities are not taking place and work towards a solution of the conflicts. 

 
113 Svenska Dagbladet, Demker, M., Så målade vi in oss i ett hörn i frågan om Nato, 
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III. If there are reports regarding alleged mass atrocities, the ombudsman should, if 

possible, set up an independent investigation team that could gather as much 

information as possible and find a feasible solution, and focus the attention of the 

international community. 

IV. Cooperate with UNSC since they have the power to work in accordance with the 

third pillar of R2P, and invoke that pillar if needed as a last resort. Otherwise, find 

other peaceful means that work in accordance with the UN Charter. 

 

By establishing an R2P ombudsman, the conditions of R2P would be easier for states to 

follow and it would provide a viable set of directives on how to navigate in conflicts. 
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5. Conclusion  
 

The thesis aims to examine the response from the international community in regards to the 

Tigrayan crisis. Furthermore, it aims to answer the following questions: 

 

• Did the alleged global commitment to R2P play any role in the international 

community’s view of – and minimal response to – the violence being done to the 

Tigrayans? 

• To the extent that R2P was impotent here, what are the lessons of this case for the 

R2P framework and how could it be improved? 

 

By using a qualitative content analysis through the lens of political realism, the study showed 

that the international community’s response to the conflict in the Tigray region has been 

meager because engaging with the conflict does not serve the interest of powerful states 

around the world. Further, R2P has proven to be a flawed framework that needs additional 

practical tools. Therefore, a proposal for an R2P ombudsman has been made that could help 

ensure that the Responsibility to Protect is put into practice. Such an ombudsman would 

guide and energize the international community to take its responsibilities seriously. 
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