May 18, 2012
President Barack Obama
The White House
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20500

Via facsimile: +1-202-456-2461
Dear President Obama,
We write to express our concern about your invitation to Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles
Zenawi to attend a meeting on food security during the G-8 summit at Camp David on
May 19. We urge you to use your time together to address the current plight of Ethiopian
civil society, media, and political opposition. Otherwise, your invitation risks sending
the wrong message at a time when Ethiopia’s human rights situation is becoming
increasingly grim.
After more than two decades of Meles Zenawi’s leadership, Ethiopia’s institutions have
become mere extensions of ruling party power. The country has steadily grown more
authoritarian since the 2005 elections ended in bloodshed and controversy. The ruling
party won more than 99 per cent of the seats in both the 2008 local government
elections and the 2010 general parliamentary elections, mainly due to the government’s
comprehensive crackdown on dissent.
In recent years the Ethiopian government has severely curtailed basic freedoms,
particularly freedom of expression and association. We cannot be certain how many
people Ethiopia has wrongfully detained for peacefully expressing their political views
because the government will not allow credible, independent organizations access to all
detention facilities. Credible estimates place the number of people arbitrarily detained
in the thousands, particularly in regions like Oromia and Somali Region, where the
government faces long-running insurgencies. Torture, ill treatment, and appalling
conditions of detention are widespread in Ethiopia’s prisons.
The government has increasingly used flawed legislation to persecute independent
voices. Prime Minister Zenawi’s government has used the 2009 Charities and Societies
Proclamation to undermine the work of independent civil society organizations,
especially those working on human rights. Several of the oldest and most respected
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