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Late 2020 personal diary of the war on Tigray 

 

Jan Nyssen 

 

 

 Jan Nyssen is full professor of geography at Ghent 
University (Belgium). He carries out research on land 
degradation and land resilience in Ethiopia since 1994. 
He lived many years in the small town of Hagere Selam 
in Tigray, where he frequently returns; among others, 
he coordinated interdisciplinary international research 
programmes at Mekelle University. 

 

 

 

 

Rising tensions between federal government of Ethiopia and the regional government of Tigray 

intensified to erupt into an open armed conflict on 4 November 20201, with its concomitant 

massacres, destructions, lootings, deprivation and human suffering. The war started on the very day 

of the US elections; this, a total communications black-out, and the numerous news items on the 

worldwide pandemic, made that this war is hardly mentioned in mainstream media. 

Despite the internet black-out that still continues in January 2021, by the mid of November 2020, I 

have sent an email message to all my friends in Tigray, hoping that this “message in a bottle” would 

be picked up by some through satellite telephones and distributed somehow. That was the moment 

that the Ethiopian prime minister promised to conquer the town of Mekelle and the region “at any 

cost”, reworded later to “final offensive”.2 This made me fear for all my beloved. I lived in Tigray for 

numerous years and was cut off from all people I shared rich experiences with, in all ways of life, be 

it smallholder farmers, development workers, small traders, or university staff. Having lived and 

worked close to farmers for nearly three decades, they say that I know every stone on every 

footpath… In better times, I wrote a book in Tigrinya to contribute to livelihood systems that were 

reviving after the dark ages of the 1980s: “ካብ ሓረስቶት ደጉዓ ተምቤን እንታይ ንስምዕ?” (What do we hear 

from the farmers in Dogu’a Tembien?).3 Now, I can only tell them ኣጆኹም ! [adjókum] in Tigrinya 

language – “Be strong!”, or, more precisely “Be strong as I am suffering on your side; this too shall 

pass soon”! 

 

 

 

 

To be cited as: 

Nyssen, J., 2021. Late 2020 personal diary of the war 

on Tigray. Paper submitted to the HBS Special Issue 

on the Tigray war (Ethiopia). 
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Thu, Nov 26, 2020 at 9:35 PM  

From: Jan Nyssen 

To: <list of friends in Tigray> 

 

Dear friends in Tigray, 

ኣጆኹም ! 

We are feeling so much sympathy for all of you during these hard times! If you can read this email, 

please distribute the message further. I hope you and your family are fine. It would be nice to hear 

back from you, if you can, please.  

I cannot imagine the situation that you are in, without food, water, electricity, telephone, cash 

money, so many internal refugees, the people who are killed and wounded. This makes me cry. 

You should know in the first place that the outside world overall shouts for this war to stop. Many 

friends here in Europe are very involved with advocating towards our authorities in order for the 

international community to facilitate a cease-fire and humanitarian access. Ethiopian Minister of 

Foreign Affairs Demeke is in Europe now and in every capital there is lots of diplomacy ongoing – in 

most countries, like in Belgium, the government calls for peace in Ethiopia, rather than war. We have 

heard enough war-talk! 

We have constituted support groups in several countries. Lots of press articles are published, too 

many to enumerate. Both through our own writings as through contacts with journalists. For 

example, with my colleagues we wrote an article that describes the dire situation of the people in 

Tigray.4 We have provided information to journalists, for example for an article by Associated Press.5 

Together with eleven other colleagues, we have also launched an appeal by concerned scientists to 

avoid another humanitarian catastrophe in Tigray.6 By the end of November, around 2500 scientists 

have signed. They include most of the international researchers who have been working with 

partners in Ethiopia in various universities over the last ten years. 

These bubbles have got together and contributed the various governments and the UN security 

council making statements in favour of a cease-fire. 

I wish you all the best and hope better times to come soon, so that we can resume our livelily 

discussions and activities, and hopefully we’ll meet in the near future! 

 

ኣጆኹም ! 

 

Jan 

 

The above was written at the beginning of the war. Still, in January 2021, except for Mekelle, and a 

few areas that are now controlled by the Amhara region,7 the large majority of Tigrayan people has 
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no access to humanitarian aid, medical services and telecommunication. They are suffering huge war 

damage, including civilian victims, looting, sexual violence and abduction. 

When saying “ኣጆኹም !”, this is not free talk, it is a commitment, and the rest of this article is the 

diary of my commitment for the millions of poor people who suffer enormously these days. 

 

End November 

The “hot” news is of course the closing in of battle fronts towards Mekelle and bombings of the city. 

The bombing has started on Saturday Nov. 28 in the morning despite diplomatic mediation efforts. 

The United Nations and governments should step up efforts to mobilize and work towards achieving 

a ceasefire, protecting civilians and expediting independent press coverage. 

Numerous people have died or have been displaced, all over Tigray. We only received very 

occasional messages (formal letters and email messages) from inside Tigray, crying for the world to 

help them. 

The “Portrait of Mekele, a threatened Ethiopian city” was written by our colleague Eloi Ficquet.8  

 

Early december 

After a month of Tigray being totally cut off from the world, the UN has negotiated aid delivery to 

the region, yet, the international aid corridor is not yet operational! EU top official Janez Lenarcic:9 

“the aid pact for Tigray is not good enough” - “Humanitarian aid should also go to areas not under 

government control in line with the fundamental principles of humanitarian aid. There may be 

malnourished children on the other side also.” 

With regard to the humanitarian situation, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) also 

highlighted the plight of the refugees fleeing to Sudan,10 and the dire situation in Tigray itself.11 Let 

us remind also that, except for some border areas to Amhara region, not any communication is 

possible with Tigray since more than a month. Even after controlling Mekelle, the authorities do not 

allow communicating with our friends, relatives and colleagues there! 

 

Mid December 

Together with many others, we are working hard to bring the tragedy to the attention of the 

broader public and political representatives worldwide. In combination with emerging evidence from 

within Tigray, this led to UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Michelle Bachelet taking a strong 

stand: “There is an urgent need for independent monitoring of the human rights situation in the 

Tigray region, for all necessary measures to protect civilians, and for accountability for violations.”12 

 

Plight of the people in Tigray 

There are dramatic situations regarding refugees. About 45,000 people who fled into Sudan are in 

danger of forced repatriation to government controlled areas in Ethiopia.13 Eritrean refugees in 

Tigray are reportedly being forcibly repatriated to Eritrea14 and when a UN team tried to verify the 

situation in a refugee camp, they were shot at.15 Others, who managed to reach Addis Ababa are 
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forcibly brought back to the war zone in Tigray.16 The number of internally displaced people in Tigray 

must be huge; figures up to 1 million people are mentioned. Tigrayan towns occupied by the army 

are largely deserted. We have seen a report by a large apolitical social organisation in Tigray, 

mentioning that “the people are displacing within the region from one district to another district and 

then still from that district to another and just living within the church compounds, streets, schools, 

health centers;17 the households not displaced are without access to basic necessities”. 

In a rare ETV broadcast of a meeting called by the Ethiopian authorities,18 the elders in the town of 

Shire mentioned large looting and killings (“people were slaughtered like chicken”), with the 

majority of population gone out of the town. Tigrayans in Europe fear that this broadcast by the 

official Ethiopian TV channel describes what is ongoing in numerous places in the region. 

Massacres have occurred, with particular mentions for Chercher in South Tigray and also May Kadra 

and other places in Western Tigray, with both parties incriminating the other one. Independent 

investigations should be allowed, that not only comprise interviews, but also forensic methods such 

as DNA identification of victims and their relatives. Yet, Ethiopian authorities have rejected 

independent probes19 and announced that they themselves will carry out the investigations.20  

Despite denials by the Ethiopian government, the Eritrean involvement of which we heard anecdotic 

evidence, is increasingly being recognised.21 

 

Universities in Tigray 

Mekelle University officials are subject to a smearing campaign on Amhara Mass Media and on 

Facebook.22 They are blamed for alerting the outside world when Mekelle University was bombed on 

19 November. We have no precise news about the whereabouts of our colleagues. There is an 

absolute communication black-out since three weeks – to our understanding they have not been 

arrested, but must be going through a difficult time. Besides running out of medical supplies,23 

Mekelle’s Ayder University referral hospital has also been targeted by looting soldiers.24 On 9 

December, the ICRC representative reported the situation of the hospital: “No supplies, no fuel, no 

running water. Doctors and nurses have suspended intensive care services and are struggling to do 

routine care like delivering babies or providing dialysis treatment.”25 

The University of Aksum, has been subject to wide looting, with computers and other equipment 

shipped to Asmara (Eritrea).26  

By mid December news is also trickling in from Adigrat and Raya Universities, both hugely damaged 

and inaccessible. 

 

Humanitarian aid  

On 28 November, the Ethiopian PM announced that the “Tigray operation is over”.27 On 8 

December, however, the Ethiopian embassy in Belgium has circulated a message saying that “the 

situation is far from over as the most wanted leaders of the TPLF remain fugitives.”28 This tends to 

confirm fears that Tigray and the wider Horn are bound for long-lasting conflicts.29 

The Tigray regional broadcasters have stopped broadcasting, but the Oromo chain OBN now also 

broadcasts in Tigrinya, with occasional reports from Mekelle.30 The Tigray forces left the city on 28 

November. There is some imagery of ENDF (Ethiopian National Defence Forces) soldiers posing in 
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front of known monuments, and other photos of streets that have been barricaded by youth in 

order to prevent looting.  

The Ethiopian authorities started sending food aid to Tigray, but corridors are not opened for foreign 

aid.31 The National Disaster Risk Management Commission mentions that 1200 tons of wheat were 

delivered to Mekelle on 10 December. The photo accompanying the related press article shows a 

column of lorries near May Nebri,32 56 km south of Mekelle. Yet, volumes of aid required are of 

another order of magnitude:33 the UN and humanitarian partners are urgently seeking US$96.9 

million until January 2021 to help 1.1 million people in Tigray, and the bordering areas of Afar and 

Amhara regions. 

 

A unique nestbox for 

doves (considered peace 

bird) in the wall of a 

homestead, in Zerfenti 

(Tigray).34 In 2019, the 

owners of the house told 

me that Zerfenti village 

was severely bombed 

and then torched by the 

Derg army. It is one of 

the martyrs’ villages of 

the war of the 1980s. 

“We now know how 

sweet peace is, we don’t 

want war to come back, 

that’s why we shelter 

doves around our house”. 

 

10 December 

In line with the contents of our appeal, the latest FEWS (Famine Early Warning System) report warns 

that Tigray faces a food emergency if access constraints persist.35 

 

Before 26 years 

When I went the first time to Tigray (Ethiopia) in 1994, the people in Hagere Selam gave us the best 

house in town:36 the only house with the old black-red-white tiles on the floor, mud walls plastered 

with cement, and a heavy iron door with three holes in it, through which the kids tried to peak in 

and see “how ferenji (europeans) are living”. These holes were the result of indiscriminate shooting 

by Derg soldiers, on behalf of the central Ethiopian military government, when they left Hagere 

Selam in 1989, retreating from the pressure of Tigray guerilla forces. Back in 1994 the story was told 

vividly to me, with all victims remembered by their names. 

 

Battlefields and revenge on civilians 
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History seems to repeat itself. Despite official claims that the Tigray war is over, battling is ongoing 

on numerous fronts, right now. The official objective of this huge war, i.e. capturing a few Tigray 

leaders has not been met. One of the battlefields is around the town that adopted me, Hagere 

Selam. The inhabitants informed me (by telephone after walking to Mekelle), that numerous Hagere 

Selam people have been shot by ENDF soldiers in recent days. It happened that, after the TDF (Tigray 

Defence Forces) retreated from Mekelle, the Hagere Selam and Tembien area have become a major 

battlefield. In one of the nearby battles, the ENDF (Ethiopian army) were defeated by TDF. As a 

matter of revenge the ENDF entered Hagere Selam and terrorised the town.  

In the village of Addi Qoylo, near the frontline, several priests and elders have been shot.37 The 

father of one of our field staff is badly injured. The old man uses to call me ውደይ (my son) though I 

am only 15 years younger than him. Just now, I get a second evidence of this massacre from a 

twitter message38 – I know the pictured priest Yemane by face, and rock type as well as building style 

of the wall are typically Addi Qoylo’s… There is no more doubt about this massacre!!! Right now 

somebody is going to Addi Qoylo on foot (the only means of communication) and he carries among 

others my recovery message to “my father”…  

After five weeks of black out, telephone services have resumed to Mekelle. That is for Mekelle only, 

not the rest of Tigray region. And only telephone, not internet, not water, some hours of electricity 

and not banking services. In the few cases that it is working, when calling our friends and colleagues 

in Mekelle, we get a narration of the plight they went through: “we went to a rural area to avoid the 

bombings on Mekelle; the area where we were was then bombed also, we returned to Mekelle, 

some of our relatives are still in the rural area”.  Several people responded only briefly because “I am 

at a funeral ceremony right now”… 

When we ask our friends in Mekelle about war conditions, overall silence follows, with some general 

message “thank you for being with us, in happiness and in sorrow”. And, nowadays, it is the period 

of sorrow! 

 

Burning of standing crops 

We hear about ongoing battles, not only Hagere Selam, but also between Wukro and Adigrat, Samre, 

Ala’isa, Kolla Tembien, May Tsemre, around Maychew. In Wukro, after executions of civilians 

between 25 and 29 November (similar to what happened in Bisober),39 the entire population has 

fled the town. 

There are also heavy consequences for the rural population. For instance, like elsewhere in Tigray, it 

is harvesting time, but crops have been burnt. Just in one Sentinel satellite image scene40 of approx. 

3 km by 3 km, the standing crops of 70-80 farm plots have burnt between 7 and 12 December. There 

are also a dozen homesteads in the burnt areas. There are like a hundred “Sheraros” occurring all 

over Tigray!  

 

Ethnic cleansing in Western Tigray 

For our research related to Tekeze river,41 I had the chance to visit Humera in Western Tigray. At that 

time, back in 2017, a peaceful town with a particularly attractive historical centre with cobble stone 

streets. 
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Nowadays, we read unequivocal reports of Tigrayans being forced out of Western Tigray, properties 

looted and burnt down by Amhara militias, and signs of Amhara region taking over the 

administration of Tigray’s Western Zone. Details can be retrieved from the daily EEPA Horn situation 

reports.42  

 

From the central Ethiopian side 

There is a parastatal Ethiopian Human Rights Commission43 but they remain silent about Tigray... On 

13 December, Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed welcomed Sudanese PM Abdalla Hamdok for a 

two day visit to Ethiopia.44 However, noticing that there was no willingness from Addis officials to 

enter into a negotiated cease-fire in Tigray, the Sudanese PM left after two hours.45 

Later on Sunday, Lt. Col. Abiy’s message to his generals was that as long as the people of Tigray do 

not hand over their elected leaders, they will be collectively punished.46 At that time, no evidence 

was brought that any Tigray leaders were under custody of the ENDF army.47 But helicopters 

continued dropping soldiers in Tembien, terrorising farmers in order to make them tell the 

whereabouts of the Tigray leadership.48 

 

18 December 

Pressure on the Ethiopian government 

The war in Tigray shifted to a mix of conventional and guerrilla war. New conflicts emerge, between 

Amhara and Benishangul-Gumuz regions, and between Ethiopia and Sudan.49 

Thanks to the interventions of several MPs, in the European parliament, and in national parliaments, 

as well as awareness in the public opinion,50 the EU has now taken steps that go beyond 

“expressions of deep concern”. Indeed, the EU delays its budget support to Ethiopia because of the 

Tigray conflict.51 The European Commission spokeswoman told the BBC there were five conditions 

for the aid to be resumed: 

• Granting full humanitarian access for aid workers to reach people in need in all affected 
areas; 

• Allowing civilians to seek refuge in neighbouring countries; 
• Ethnically targeted measures and hate speech must stop; 
• Mechanisms to monitor, and investigate allegations of, human rights violations; and 
• Communication lines and media access to Tigray should be fully re-established. 

 

More news from Mekelle University 

After the conflict started, Mekelle University has continued functioning. On Thursday 17 December, 

the university graduated 3290 undergraduate and postgraduate students. The ceremony lasted for 

half an hour, which is extremely short, for Ethiopian standards. We could not recognise any of the 

professors or lecturers on the photos of the ceremony,52 but wearing face masks doesn’t really 

help… Mulu Nega, CEO of the Tigray Transitional Government gave a brief speech. Reportedly, one 

of the aims was to give an image that the situation had returned to normal in Mekelle. 
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The plight of war 

The Ethiopian military promised a reward of  10 million Ethiopian birr (250,000 USD or 205,000 

euros) to any person who knows the exact location of the Tigray leaders who went to the mountains 

for staging a guerilla war.53 Most landscapes in Tigray are indeed very rugged, and only accessible on 

foot. People whom we reach through telephone in Mekelle als tell us that war is ongoing. The same 

stories are repeated over and again: looting, no food, (groups of) people shot dead, girls and women 

being raped, no medication, shelling in surrounding mountains, no water in the towns, …. 

As an independent means of verification, Sentinel satellite imagery is increasingly used. FIRIS (Fire in 

Settlements) reports some detected large fires, related to ongoing battles.54 Just for the last days, 

there is evidence for battles in Tigray in and around Shimelba Refugee Camp (17 December), Hagere 

Selam (night of 15 to 16 December), Sheraro (7, 11, 12 December), and Adwa (Almeda textile factory 

on 6 December). 

 

Donations for humanitarian aid 

On 18 December, the well-experienced NGO Caritas International has launched an emergency 

appeal, along with other NGOs present in Tigray (CRS, CAFOD and Caritas Adigrat and Mekelle).55 

With this humanitarian operation, Caritas aims to reach a total of 187,000 people, most of them 

children. Aid will also be provided to Eritrean refugees living in camps in Tigray, and to Tigrayans 

who have fled to the neighbouring provinces. Special attention will also be paid to the promotion of 

peaceful coexistence and social cohesion. 

 

It will dawn! 

I would like to thank the many eyewitnesses who shared information from the field, as well as 

several internal reviewers. Information provided is correct to the best of our knowledge. See also 

the follow-up article “The situation in Tigray early 2021” in this same volume. And… as soon as 

conditions allow, I will travel back to Tigray, to work with the communities and colleagues. ክወግሕ'ዩ! 

([kiwigih’yu], it will dawn!) 

 

 

1 The politico-military situation is not the object of this article. For background analysis, see these articles by 

leading political analysts, written at the beginning of the war. Tsedale Lemma: How did Ethiopia slide from 

optimism to war?; Alex De Waal: Abiy Ahmed’s war against Tigrayan rebels endangers a fragile union whose 

collapse would destabilise the Horn of Africa; Awol Allo: How Abiy Ahmed’s Ethiopia-first nationalism led to 

civil war - ironically, colleague Awol who had nominated Abiy Ahmed for the Nobel Peace Prize, is now 

“wanted” by the Ethiopian authorities; Mesfin Hagos: Eritrea’s Role in Ethiopia’s Conflict and the Fate of 

Eritrean Refugees in Ethiopia; Nizar Manek: Sudan Will Decide the Outcome of the Ethiopian Civil War; Tom 

Gardner, World Politics Review: How Abiy’s Effort to Redefine Ethiopia Led to War in Tigray; Mehari Taddele 

Maru, Opinion on Aljazeera.com: Ethiopia’s war is threatening domestic and regional stability; Eugène Bakama 

Bope, The Conversation: Did Ethiopia’s attack on Tigray violate international laws? Don’t expect unisono 

analysis – but it is all strongly evidence-based! 
2 The Guardian, 26/11/2020. Ethiopia's military to begin 'final offensive' against Tigray capital.  

 

https://taz.de/Interview-on-the-Tigray-conflict/!5732070/
https://taz.de/Interview-on-the-Tigray-conflict/!5732070/
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/nov/24/as-ethiopias-army-declares-daily-victories-its-people-are-being-plunged-into-violence
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/nov/24/as-ethiopias-army-declares-daily-victories-its-people-are-being-plunged-into-violence
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2020/11/25/how-abiy-ahmeds-ethiopia-first-nationalism-led-to-civil-war/
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2020/11/25/how-abiy-ahmeds-ethiopia-first-nationalism-led-to-civil-war/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/12/04/ethiopia-wants-arrest-uk-academic-nominated-countrys-pm-nobel/
https://africanarguments.org/2020/12/04/eritreas-role-in-ethiopias-conflict-and-the-fate-of-eritrean-refugees-in-ethiopia/
https://africanarguments.org/2020/12/04/eritreas-role-in-ethiopias-conflict-and-the-fate-of-eritrean-refugees-in-ethiopia/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/11/14/sudan-will-decide-outcome-ethiopian-civil-war-abiy-tigray/
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/29272/behind-the-tigray-ethnic-conflict-ethiopia-politics-of-federalism-and-a-fight-for-identity
https://www.aljazeera.com/amp/opinions/2020/12/4/the-international-community-should-help-end-ethiopias-war/?__twitter_impression=true
https://theconversation.com/did-ethiopias-attack-on-tigray-violate-international-laws-151381
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/26/ethiopias-military-to-begin-final-offensive-against-tigray-capital
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3 Nyssen, J., Seifu Gebreslassie, Romha Assefa, 2016. ካብ ሓረስቶት ደጉዓ ተምቤን እንታይ ንስምዕ? What do we hear 
from the farmers in Dogu’a Tembien? [in Tigrinya]. Hagere Selam, Central Tigray, Ethiopia: 100 p. ISBN: 
9789090300184. 
4 Deckers, S., Nyssen, J., Lanckriet, S., 2020. Ethiopia’s Tigray region has seen famine before: why it could 
happen again. The Conversation, 17/11/2020.  
5 Associated Press, 26/11/2020: Ethiopian PM says troops ordered to move on Tigray capital  
6 Appeal by concerned scientists and development professionals , including list of signatories 
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