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Abstract 

The Ethiopian Federation has been designed with the aspiration of accommodating 
Ethno-linguistic diversity. Mechanisms and institutions that safeguard minority groups, 
like Irob, also for the most part remain within the Regional States. Tigray Regional State 
has taken the initiative to make available financial and technical support to start the 
Saho language in primary education. Yet, the existing self-administration of the Irob 
people demands some advancement as regard to the composition of its human 
component. Although most of members of the Wereda Council are from the Irob people, 
composition of the Wereda Executive demands a step forward. Equitable representation 
of the Irob people in the Regional State also needs some adjustment.  
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Location map of the research area (modified after UNDP-EUE. 1996. All Borders are 

approximate). The study area is located in the Northern part of the FDRE, particularly in 

the Tigray Regional State. It is situated in the North-Eastern part of the Regional State 

and borders Sae-sie Tsaeda-Amba in the South, Afar Regional State in Eastern and South 

Eastern part, Gulo-Mekeda Wereda in South West, and Eritrea in the North and North 

West. 
 

1. Introduction 

Ethiopia’s population is highly diverse in terms of ethno-linguistic and religious indexes. 

The population has also grown to 73,918,505 in 20071. Generally, there are 85 Nations, 

Nationalities and Peoples in Ethiopia2. It is instantaneously recognizable that the 

extensively achievable accomplishment of political arrangement as regard to managing 

resembling Ethiopian diversity is federalism. Federalism in diverse societies, particularly, 

to those territorially concentrated, self conscious politically mobilized minorities is very 

imperative. There is an assumption, particularly in multicultural federations that the 

                                                 
1 Summary and Statistical Report of the 2007 Population and Housing Census; FDRE Population Census 

Commission December/2008, P.86 
2 Ibid, PP.86-90  
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politics of inclusion as power sharing is inherent with such arrangement. Taking into 

consideration the existence of this diversity as an asset, the country has attempted to 

empower Nations, Nationalities and Peoples of the Country. For that reason, it is 

pertinent that the principal goal of Ethiopian federal arrangement is intended to 

accommodate the existing ethno-linguistic diversity.  
 

The point of departure for the inclusion of Nations and Nationality into a political process 

is set by the Transitional Charter of Ethiopia, which was proclaimed by the Peace and 

Democracy Conference, convened on July 1-5, 1991 in Addis Ababa. Even when the fact 

of diversity was accepted, the legal inscription of that diversity as a norm was 

consistently resisted, until 1991, which marked the beginning of transition to the FDRE 

Constitution of 1995.3 Inline with, this case study aims at exploring the mechanisms as 

well as the institutions that have embraced minorities in the political process in relation to 

the Irob people situated in the northern part of Ethiopia in the Tigray Regional State. 
 

2. The Irob People: Historical Sketch 

Based on the figures published by the Federal Statistical Commission (FSC) in 2007, Irob 

Wereda’s total population size was 25,862.4 The FDRE Constitution offers that a Nation, 

Nationality or People are a group of people who have or share a large measure of 

common culture or similar customs, mutual intelligibility of language, belief in a 

common or related identity, a common psychological make-up, and inhabit an 

identifiable, predominantly contiguous territory.5 These criteria are accomplished by the 

Irob people. As a result of it, the Revised Constitution of Tigray proclamation No. 

45/2005 has also recognized the Irob people as a “Nationality”.  
 

The Saho speaking people inhabit in the Southern low lands of Eritrea and Northern part 

of the Tigray Regional State. The people who speak the Saho language can be classified 

into five ethnic groups. They are: Asa’orata, Meniferi, Hazo, Debri-mela and Irob.6 

Among these ethnic groups the Irob people are distinct from other ethnic groups who 

                                                 
3 Tsegaye Regassa, Ethnic Federalism and the Right to Self-Determination as Constitutional Legal Solution 

to Problems of Multi- Ethnic Societies: The Case of Ethiopia, 2001, P 60.  
4 Supra note at-1, P.60  
5 Art. 39(5) of the 1995 FDRE Constitution 
6 Interview conducted by the researcher with Ato Eseyas Tagebe, PhD candidate who study the Grammar 

of Saho language, in Addis Ababa University,  March, 16,2010. 
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speak Saho language based on their geographical location, cultural practice, religion and 

economic activities.7 The total population of Saho speakers living in Ethiopia and Eritrea 

including the Irob people are estimated to 250,000 in which Asa’orata with the 

population of 144,000 is considered to take the leading figure.8 The Irob people are with 

the population of 33,372 is the second Nation/Nationality speaking the language.9  
 

According to the people from there and written documents forwarding various views 

regarding their origin as well as the meaning of the term “Irob” some assumingly relate 

it,10 to the family descent of their outlying source paternal relation with Rome. 

Accordingly, they attempt to argue as the term Irob is drowned on their origin of 

“Europe”. on the contrary, the majority of the people articulate the term “Irob” as a Saho 

term derived from the word “Aroba” which can be defined as  “get in” or come “into the 

house” which reveals the outstanding culture of the people of their being openhanded and 

enormously worth to guests.11 
 

Surrounded by others, 90%12 of the Irob people who are living in the existing Wereda 

Administration are assumed as descendants of the three brothers called the Adgadee-Are, 

Bouknaitee-Are, and Hasaballa. For the most part of the Adgadee-Are and Hasabolla 

people are followers of the religion called “Tewahido Coptic Orthodox Christian” 

whereas the majority of Bouknaitee-Are people are Catholics. All of the three Irob groups 

have avowed themselves as being descendants of one man, named Soummae.13 The Irob 

people sketch their lineage based on folk –tales and also a couple of written documents 

                                                 
7 Ibid 
8 Exact numbers of Saho are difficult to estimate, as there has been no census in Eritrea since its founding. 

However, the total population of Saho speaking people living in Eritrea (withhold the Irob people) is 
estimated to 217,000. For further information see also htt://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/saho-people. 

9 According to the 2007 Housing and Population census, the total population of the Irob people that are 
located in the country are estimated about 33,372, i.e., in Afar-47, Amhara-2117, Oromia-180, Somali-7, 
SNNPRS-319, Gambella-6, Harari-1, Addis Ababa-133, Diredawa-45 and the remaining are located in 
Tigray Regional State. 

10 See also the subsequent Books written  through the language of Tigrigna by Abba Tesfaselassie Medhin,  
( Bishop Catholic Eparchy of Adigrat), The History of Irob ( Brief Description), 2000, PP. 17-18 as well 
as  Berha Zigta, The Origin and History of the Irob People, 2008, P.9  

11 Ibid 
12 Berhe Zigta, Origin and History of the Irob People, 2008, PP.9-10; the writer of this book, currently 

serving as  Deputy Speaker of the Council of the Irob Wereda  
13Abba Tesfaselassie Medhin, (Bishop Catholic Eparchy of Adigrat), The History of Irob ( Brief 

Description), 2000, P.30 



 4 

that Weredemheret whose son is Soummae, who are presumed to have been moved from 

Tsirae in Kilte Awlallo which is found in Tigray Regional State. 
 

On the other hand, there are some exceptions such as the traditional sharing out of tribe, 

administration as well as disagreement ruling method which they convey as of the low 

Landers, predominantly, the Hazo.14In addition, most of the Irob people are Christians 

(catholic and Orthodox) whereas the majority of their neighbors of the low Landers are 

Muslims, which are the Afar people. Furthermore, the Irob people’s economy is mainly 

based on agricultural farming alongside with animal husbandry and bee keeping distinct 

from the low Landers who founded their economic goings-on first and foremost on 

animal husbandry and they are pastorals.15 
 

The total population of Tigray Regional State is 4, 314,456 which is predominantly 

Tigrayan, at 96.55% of the population, while 0.71% or 30,517 are the Irob people.16 They 

are not merely numerically lesser, but also they are a non-prevailing group politically as 

well as in the sector of economy. As a result, theoretically, constitutionally and 

practically, there is no any disagreement that the Irob people are a minority group within 

the Regional State. However, there is a concern which may command us to categorize in 

which type of minority the Irob people can be part of. 
 

There is no single definitive typology of forms of ethno-cultural diversity.17 There are 

some significant ways of distinguishing kinds of groups that clarify our understanding of 

the political stakes in a great number of culturally diverse states.18 There is often a 

problem in classifying the type of minorities, due to the existence of complexity of 

                                                 
14  Ibid, P.34  
15 Interview conducted by the researcher with Ato Rufeal Shifare, the Chief Administrator of the Irob 

Wereda, March, 2010. 
16 Supra note at-1, P.89  
17Will Kymlicka and Wayne Norman, Citizenship in Culturally Diverse Societies: Issues, Contexts and 

Concepts, 2000, P.18 
18 Ibid, Will Kymlicka and Wayne Norman provide four main categories of minority groups. These are the 

National minority, Immigrant minorities, Religious groups and Sui generis groups. However, these four 
main categories are comprised ten sub categories. These are the stateless nations, indigenous peoples, 
groups with citizenship or have a right to become citizens, immigrants without rights of citizenship, 
refugees, isolationist, non isolationist, African Americans, Roma (gypsies), and the Russians in former 
Soviet States respectively. I have been attempted to incorporate another sort of classification of minority 
groups from some other literatures such as the Linguistic minority groups, Ethnic minority group, Racial 
minority, Foreign born-minority and non-national minorities. However, these additional categories of 
minorities also interlinked with the categories provided by Will Kymlicka and Wayne Norman. 



 5 

relations among minorities. Specific ethnic group can, and indeed do have ambivalent 

social relations with each other.19 However, as the Irob people have familiar language 

called ‘Saho’, widespread culture, common psychological make-up, interrelated identities 

and distinct territory; it may be possible to categorize them as an ethnic minority. 
 

3. Self- Administration of the Irob People Since 1991 

At the Transitional period, the Tigray Region had constituted a Transitional Constitution 

in 1992.20This constitution was attempted to deal with the issue of identity that provides 

the Nations/ Nationalities to have the right to be associated with any other region 

established in Ethiopia.21  Next to the Transitional Constitution of the Region, the first 

Regional State constitution was also enacted in June 1995.22 Accordingly, Art.14 of this 

constitution boldly mentioned the Irob people as a Nationality. At this point of time, the 

Irob People have started to exercise the right to Self-administration as a Wereda 

Administration.23 
 

3.1. The Wereda Council and Executive Body 

The Tigray Regional State Revised Constitution24 has established the Council of Irob 

Wereda which is vested in the highest authority within its Wereda. Total members of the 

Council are 15125 that are elected from candidates of seven ‘Tabias’ which are found 

within the Wereda. It is considerable and the highest organ that is standing for the Irob 

people. Hence, the Council has established five standing committees embracing within 

each committee nine members of the council.26 Exceptionally, the council has also 

established a Finance and Audit Committee that contains five members from the 

                                                 
19 Ibid, P.208 
20 Proclamation No. 1/1992, Transitional Constitution of Tigray Region  
21 Art. 5, Proclamation No. 1/1992, Transitional Constitution of Tigray Region 
22 The Tigray Regional State Revised Constitution  
23 Proc. No. 10/1995, a Proclamation Provides to Organize the Wereda Administration of Tigray Regional 

State. 
24 Art. 74 of the Tigray Regional State Revised Constitution 
25 Interview conducted by the researcher with Ato Nuguse Kahisay Speaker of the Council of Irob Wereda 

on March, 2010. The term “Tabia” is the name of the lowest unit of Administration found in all 
Weredas of the Tigray Regional State. 

26 Ibid 
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Council.27 The Council bestows the confidence that the largest parts of its members are 

originally from the Irob Wereda.28 
 

The powers and functions of the Council are enumerated similarly to other Wereda 

Councils of the Regional State. In view of that, the Council has a power to endorse the 

annual plan and budget of the Wereda. In addition to that, it has the power to approve the 

appointment and dismissal of the Chief Administrator of the Wereda, members of the 

Executive Committee of the Wereda (cabinet members) as well as to elect the Speaker 

and Deputy Speaker of the Wereda Council. Furthermore, the Council has also the power 

to pass directives which are consistent with the federal and the state constitutions as well 

as other laws. 
 

The Executive Committee of Irob Wereda is vested in legal powers and functions. Thus, 

it has the power and function to execute policies as well as strategies of the Federal and 

State Governments, to draw up the annual Wereda budget, and when approved by the 

Wereda Council, it monitors and supervises its realization. Likewise, the Executive 

Committee has the duty to mobilize the people that are residing within the Wereda for all 

rounded development, particularly, in the area of agriculture. In sequence with these 

powers and functions, the Chief Administrator and the committee coordinate and 

supervise all the government sectors which are established within the Wereda. In the 

same way to the Wereda Council, the Executive Committee of the Wereda does exercise 

its powers and functions in matters related to identity, particularly, the issue of language 

and culture of the Irob people. 
 

3.2. The Wereda Civil Service and Justice Sector 

To comprehend the composition of civil service of the Irob Wereda, it is vital to look at 

its entire offices. Thus, the overall averages of composition of the Wereda Executive 

offices demonstrate that more than 50% are Irob People. Remarkably, in the educational 

division, if we look at the composition of teachers in the primary school, there is an 

estimation of 60% of Irob people.29 Along with, the Regional State has provided an 

                                                 
27 Ibid  
28 Ibid 
29 Interview conducted by the researcher with Ato Abebe W/gergis, Deputy Head of the Office of 

Education of the Irob Wereda, on March, 2010. 
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affirmative action through legislation.30 Accordingly, Art.13 of the Tigray Regional State 

Civil Service Proclamation, No. 66/ 2002 provides that if the candidates who fulfill the 

necessary qualification from those little represented Nationalities, similar to the Irob 

people; the applicant is to be taken first and foremost.  
 

Even though such sort of arrangement has been taken, the composition of civil servants 

of the Wereda requires other steps forward. Among others, the absence of stipulation of 

hardship allowance is a central cause of the deficiency of the desirable outcome.31 Others 

suggest that those knowledgeable and skilled persons who have the origin of Irob people 

are lacking to work in such hardship.32Some people have explained the existence such 

low composition is as being related to the access of job opportunity for the Irob people in 

None Governmental Organizations (NGOs), as an instance, a range of organizations of 

the Catholic Church. Nevertheless, the existing composition of civil service of the 

Wereda demands further effort for adjustment. 
 

Concerning the appointment of judges, the regional Judicial Administration Council 

(JAC) have been endeavored to take into account in encompassing such composition.33 

However, some Judges appointed in Irob Wereda were not in line with the consideration 

of nationality criterion.34 Vis-à-vis the appointees and employees of the Wereda Justice 

Office, the Police and Security Office is also with a similar narrative.35 Nonetheless, this 

problem has become apparent among some Irob people who couldn’t communicate in a 

                                                 
30 Tigray Regional State Civil Service Proclamation, No. 66/ 2002 
31 Most of the interviewee who are residing in the Irob Wereda agreed on such cause. Furthermore, they 

explain   that the working atmosphere as well as working condition of Mekelle and other similar towns 
couldn’t comparable with the existing hardship of the Irob Wereda. 

32 Most of interviewees who are posted in the Regional State and Zonal Administration have forwarded 
such argument. 

33 Interview conducted by the researcher with Ato Hailu G/aneniya Head of the Wereda Justice Office, on 
March, 2010. He was working in Irob Wereda about nine years in various positions and Offices of the 
Wereda. 

34 It didn’t incorporate such criteria in the proclamation of Tigray Regional State that Provides the 
Establishment and Composition of the Judicial Administration Council (JAC); proclamation No. 
87/2005. 

35 Interview conducted by the researcher with Ato Beyene Abraha, Head of the Wereda Police and Security 
Office, Ato Hluf Desta , Judge of the Irob Wereda, W/ro Mana Gidey, Recording and Documentation 
officer of the Irob Wereda Court and Ato Abraha Asgedom Sound Transcriber of the Irob Wereda 
Court, on March, 2010.  
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language other than the Saho language, specifically, the people who inhabit in the two 

‘Tabias’ called ‘Ara’ and ‘Weraetele’.36  
 

On the other hand, the Judges as well as the Public Prosecutors who have the Irob 

Nationality are not enthusiastic-full to be appointed in their Wereda. The reason 

suggested in the midst of others, the populations of the Irob people is not as such large, 

along with; a good number of the parties who came to the Justice Organ often the 

relatives of the public prosecutors and the appointed Judges. As a result, it demands an 

extra arrangement so as to allow the judges to withdraw on some cases, for example, 

appointing more than two Judges.37  
 

4. The Language of the Irob people  

The introduction of several local languages in written forms in Ethiopia was as 

manifestation of the rights of nationalities as enshrined in Art.39 of the FDRE 

constitution.38 At present, ‘Regional and Local languages are widely used in education, 

administrative and Judiciary systems and in the media.’39  Similarly, at present, the 

language of Irob people in a written form is starting its appearance through crafting of the 

Geaze Alphabet Moreover; we are approaching the grounding for its implementation at 

least at primary education level.40 Profoundly, in designing of the Alphabet41 of the 

language of Irob people, there was a warm deliberation in relation to whether it should be 

Latin or Geaze. There was also a decisive discussion in connection to the name42 of the 

language. Hence, it seems preferable forwarding some points of discussions. 
 

 

 

                                                 
36 Most of the interviewees are agreed on such problem. This challenge had been attempted to solve via 

informal translators. 
37  Interview conducted by the researcher with Ato Beyene Abraha, Head of the Wereda police and security 

office, Ato Hluf Desta , Judge of the Wereda, W/ro Mana Gidey, Recording and Documentation officer 
of the Wereda court and Ato Abraha Asgedom Sound Transcriber of the Wereda Court, on March, 2010.  

38 David Turton, (ed.), Ethnic Federalism: the Ethiopian Experience in Comparative Perspective. 2006, 
“Gideon Cohen, The Development of Regional and Local Language in Ethiopia’s Federal system,”,p.165 

39 Ibid, P.166 
40 Interview conducted by the researcher with Dr. W/rufual Alemayhu, Speaker of the Tigray Regional 

State Council and Dr. Tadele Hagoss, Head of the Bureau of Educational of the Tigray Regional State on 
June 3/2009   

41 The Alphabet of the language is decided by the Council of the Irob Wereda in October/2009 to be Geaze  
42 Currently, the Name of the language is going to be decided by the Irob Wereda Council probably as 

Saho Language  
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4.1. Alphabet of the Language 

The deliberation on crafting an Alphabet was carried out in August 2009.43 At that 

moment, they were advancing a variety of rationalization that needed to be crafted by 

way of a Latin alphabet or Geaze.44 In actual fact, the arguments relied on the origin of 

Irob people as of Semitic ancestral origin. Conversely, the language in use Saho is in the 

category of Cushitic ancestral which leads to be crafted in the course of the Latin 

alphabet and the Semitic uses the Geaze one. Followed by the discussion, 98.5% of the 

participants of the conference as well as 100% of the members of the Wereda Council 

decided to use the Geaze Alphabet.45 
 

In the deliberation, to arrive at this conclusion, there are a range of reasons that have been 

taken into consideration. The initial rationale was the readiness of the Irob People to 

continue the well-built bond with the Tigrigna speakers, as well as in making use of a 

parallel alphabet.46 They have also been considered the Irob people on survive are learned 

through Geaze. As an outcome, they try to preserve the existing generation of the people 

from differentiating over the entire utilization of the alphabet. In addition, they have been 

taken into attention the knowledge and skill of experts who can be employed to develop 

this language which is found in the regional state, meaning, those who are experienced in 

Geaze, but not in Latin. In this regard, they are well thought-out about technical support 

of the Regional State. 
 

On top of all, the language is ascertained through technical assessment by which it gives 

an idea about it that can be crafted in the course of both category of writing, i.e. the 

Geaze and the Latin. By and large, in this weighing up, all the participants and member 

of the Wereda council have made an effort to calculate and look forward the overall 

relationship between the people of the regional state, in terms of culture, religion, 

psychological-makeup and destiny and the Irob people.47 

                                                 
43 Interview conducted by the researcher with Ato Berha Zigta the Author of a Book titled as “The Origin 

and History of Irob People, 2008” and the Deputy of Speaker of the Wereda Council, on May 25/2009. 
44 Ibid 
45 Ibid 
46 See also  the Irob people: Historical Sketch   
47 I have made a discussion with Elders, Government Officials, Leaders of the Regional State as well as 

some researchers about overall relationship of the Irob people and the Tigray people. I am admiring the 
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4.2. Name of the Language of the Irob People 

Different people who have conducted studies on the language use various names.48 Based 

on some available references, they call it Saho, Saho Afar, Afar Saho, and Irob.49These 

differences seem to occur due to the individuals’ perception about the languages’ status 

(independent or dialect).50But it seems like improper use of the name of Irob which is 

known to the speakers as the name of their Nation/Nationality but not name of their 

language. During a conference under the theme “The conference on Development of 

Culture and Language of the Irob People”51 held from September 17-16, 2009 in 

“Dawhan”,52 an agreement was reached regarding the name of the language after a debate 

among the speakers.   
 

In this conference, there were three alternative suggestions made as to the name of the 

language. These three alternatives were the ‘Saho’, ’Irob Saho’ and ‘Irobigna’. 

Accordingly, the proponents of the ‘Irob Saho’ and ‘Irobigna’ were providing more or 

less parallel points of views. Basically, they stated that the name of the language is poles 

apart from the language of Saho. In line with, they argued that the people of Irob and 

other Saho speaker people are diverse in terms of religion, culture, livelihood and 

location. As an outcome, they attempted to conclude muscularly that the Irob people 

should have an innovative name of their language. They mentioned as an instance that the 

name of the language and the name of the nation or nationality ought to match. For 

example, in the case of Tigray, the language is refereed to as “Tigrigna” or in the case of 

                                                                                                                                                 
Irob people extremely that they are conscious enough and they consider every factor in making such 
discussion as well as rendering of decisions. 

48 Supra note at- 6. 
49 Ibid 
50 Ibid 
51 The conference is conducted within the duration of two days. At this conference, some of Cabinet 

members of the Regional Government including the Speaker of the Regional State Council, the 
President of the Regional State, the President of the Regional State Supreme Court and the Chief 
Administrator of the Eastern Zoba were participants. In addition, there were also many participants that 
are members of the Irob Nation or Nationality who come from abroad and also from different parts of 
the country. The total number of the participants was estimated about 200, including the Wereda 
officials, Elders so forth. At this conference, I have been presented the summary of this Article at its 
draft stage. 

52 Dawhan is the name of the town that is currently serving as center of Administration Offices of the Irob 
Wereda.  
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the Somali, the language is referred to as “Somaligna”; therefore, the name of the 

language of the Irob people would be “Irobigna”. 
 

However, this argument has been declined on the view that matching of the name of the 

people and the name of the language is not all the time indispensable. In turn, they 

verified it as illogical. Plainly they cited as illustration; the Asa’orata, Meniferi, Hazo, 

Debri-mela and Gaeso who are residing in Ethiopia and Eritrea in which the name of 

their language is poles apart identified as of Saho. They have also attempted to point out 

some examples from other countries in the world that demonstrate the mismatch between 

the name of the language and the name of the people.  
 

The Supporters of the name of Saho have also attempted as well to substantiate their 

argument based on assorted premises. For instance, they stated that the name of the 

language and the name of the people can be dissimilar. Besides, they presented that the 

language is previously identified as Saho by the native speakers of the language, and 

based on this truth the people requested to acknowledge the known fact with pride. 

Moreover, they powerfully argued that the question ought to be not entertained based on 

what our people like to name their language, but on what the language is called. As 

regards to the innovation of a new name other than Saho, they have also hesitated to the 

extra people who are not the descendants of “Soummae”. They desire to verify their 

brotherhood for the people such as the Asa’orata, Meniferi, Hazo, Debri-mela and Gaeso 

who speak the Saho and living within the Irob wereda. Since, the descendants of 

Soummae may revolutionize the name of the language; the other people who are not the 

descendants of Soummae may not feel comfortable. Subsequently, the Council of the Irob 

Wereda is going on to deciding the name of the language. 
 

Suggested names 

for the language 

Vote of the 

participants of 

the conference 

Vote of the Irob 

people who are 

living in abroad 

Total Percentage 

of the vote 

Saho 141 38 179 75.5% 

Irob Saho 17 9 26 11% 

Irobigna 25 7 32 13.5% 

Total 183 54 237 100% 

         Vote in shaping the name of the language of Irob people 
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Basically, the arguments have been relied in relation to the origin of the Irob people. The 

people have Semitic ancestral origin; conversely, the language in use, Saho is in the 

category of Cushitic. As mentioned earlier, followed by the discussion, 98.5% of the 

participants of the Conference as well as 100% of the members of the Wereda Council 

have decided to use the Geaze Alphabet.53 
 

The decision of the people is exceptionally prudent as they are the peace makers of both 

the highlander-Christians and low-Lander Muslims. Quoting what a person who was 

providing his view in connection with the name of the language stated in line with this 

scrutiny “we understand that we are a fantastic between our brothers on both sides; The 

Tigrigna speaking Habeshas and the Saho speaking Muslims. This is a very productive 

role and eliminating the word Saho will surely diminish our roles as cultural interveners 

and peace makers.”54 
 

Constitutionally as well as practically, seeing that, the Saho language of the Irob people is 

on the track to be introduced for official purposes. At the moment, the Regional State has 

involved in making available financial and technical support, at least, to start the 

implementation the language in the primary education. Accordingly, the Tigray Regional 

State Bureau of Education has started to prepare primary educational materials, 

specifically for grade one. By and large, the Regional State has committed to take its part 

for the implementation of the language, at slightest, in the education portion.55 
 

 

5. Cultural Issue of the Irob people  

The FDRE constitution without a doubt provides that, the Irob people as a Nationality, to 

have the right to develop, and to promote their culture.56 In line with, the Tigray Regional 

State constitution has also intentionally acknowledged to this right.57 Yet, it needs an 

accurate sense, for the institution and resources to be put in to effect. Consequently, 

                                                 
53 Ibid 
54 Berha Zigta, A paper  presented  on the Conference named as “Development, Language and Culture of 

the Irob people” 0n September/2009, Dawhan-Irob Wereda, pp.3-4 
55Ato Tsegay Berhe, the President of the Regional State as well as some members of the Cabinet of the 

Regional State were promised to take appropriate measures for the implementation of the plan when the 
Conference named as “Development, Language and Culture of the Irob people” was held 0n 
September/2009 at  Dawhan-Irob Wereda. 

56 Art. 39 (2) of the 1995 of the FDRE Constitution 
57 Art 39 (1) of the Tigray Regional  State Revised Constitution 
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having an unambiguous thought to the implication and stipulation of maintaining or 

preserving a given culture in general and the culture of Irob people in particular is very 

imperative. 
 

So far, the concept as well the constitutional safeguard to the Irob people is inescapable, 

in order to build up their cultural identity in addition to discovering hazards from 

extinction of their culture, yet, there is no institution and allocation of resource to carry 

out rather than devolving. Therefore, the right of language, culture in addition to the 

history of the Irob people necessitates the need of making an exertion along with 

allocation of resources, designing institutions as well mechanisms to put into effect; 

above all to the part of the Tigray Regional state. 
 

6. Representation of the Irob People within the Regional State 

The FDRE Constitution provides publicly that every Nation, Nationality and People in 

Ethiopia has the right ‘to equitable representation in state and federal governments.’58 In 

the same way, this constitution states as a principle in connection to the national defense 

that the composition of armed national forces shall reflect the equitable representation of 

the Nation, Nationalities and Peoples of Ethiopia.59 In addition, the Tigray Regional State 

constitution makes certain that the Nationalities other than the Tigray Nation who are 

recognized by the Regional State constitution and located within its territory have the 

right to special representation. Subsequently, it is the moment, to make a review on the 

accurate setting of representation of the Irob people within the regional state. 

 

6.1. Representation of the Irob People at State Level 

The state constitution announces that the Regional State Council, being the legislative 

organ of the state, shall be the supreme organ of state power and thus be accountable to 

the people it represents thereof.60 As a result, in the midst of other powers,61 the state 

Council has an authority to approve the social and economic development strategies and 

programmes of the Regional State. In addition, it has a power to issue various laws, to 

establish additional administrations, to ratify agreements concluded with the other 

                                                 
58 Art.39 (3) of the 1995 FDRE Constitution 
59 Ibid, Art.87 (1)  
60 Art. 46 (1) of the Tigray Regional  State Revised Constitution  
61  Ibid, Art. 49. See also other powers of the Council which are stipulated other than the cited Article.  
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Regional States, to elect the Chief Administrator or President of the state, to elect its own 

Speaker and Deputy Speaker as well as to designate its permanent and ad-hoc 

Committees. Furthermore, it appoints the President and Vice-President of the Supreme 

Court of the state as well as the General Auditor and the Deputy Auditor of the Regional 

Government. Its power extends to establish the Supreme Court, High Courts and Wereda 

Courts and there by assigns their respective judges. Generally, the legislative has all the 

traditional functions of a parliament, namely: decisional, representational, control and 

oversight of the executive.62 It is accurate that, the four representatives of the Council 

who designated from the Irob people are elected based on less than a constituency 

population determined by the Regional State.63  
 
 

Pursuant to the state constitution, the highest executive power of the Regional State is 

vested in the head and the Executive Council. Surrounded by other things, the Regional 

State Executive Council64 has a power to ensure throughout the region, the 

implementation of the laws enacted and decisions passed by the Federal and the Regional 

Council respectively, and renders directives thereto. It also decides on the organization of 

executive organs and other institutions of the state government, oversees their activities 

as well as thereby provides them with leadership. Other than that, it prepares the annual 

budget of the state, submits it to the Regional State Council and coordinates its 

implementation upon approval. It ensures the maintenance of law and order of the 

Regional State as well as issues regulations and directives in virtue of the power given by 

the Regional State Council. Additionally, it has a power to formulate the economic and 

social development policies and strategies. 
 

In Ethiopia with reference to the federal practice, ‘the cabinet is deliberately formed with 

people of appropriate qualification but their nationality background is also taken into 

consideration.65  It has a representation in its formation.66 The reason forwarded to the 

                                                 
62 Tsegaye Regassa, The Constitution of Oromia : A Brief Account, August-2008, P. 4 
63 Interview conducted by the researcher with Dr.W/rufael Alemayohu and W/ro Shewaye Tikua, the 

Speaker and the Deputy Speaker of the Tigray Regional State Council respectively on March, 2010. 
They stated that the population which was considered as one constituency in Tigray Regional State had 
been estimated about 100, 000. 

64 Art. 56 of the Tigray Regional State Revised Constitution. See also other powers of the Executive 
Council that are listed in the remaining Articles of the Constitution 

65 Supra note at-7, P.395  
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part of the Regional Government Officials67 insisted that the nomination process of 

persons who represent the people to such kind of arrangement is not an easy assignment. 

As a result, they added that the process has already started from the base, meaning from 

the Wereda Administrative level. Then, as they attempt to wind that up it will be 

successfully full-fledged at a certain period of time.  
 

The Regional State constitution has also established an independent judiciary organ of the 

state.68The judicial power of the Regional State resides solely and exclusively in the 

regional Judiciary.69 For that reason, the state constitution founded a three tiered state 

judiciaries that are the state Supreme Court with a Cassation Division, the Zoba or High 

Courts, and the Wereda Courts.70 The state constitution has also established a Judicial 

Administration Council (JAC).71  
 

The JAC has the power to recommend appointees72 of the judges to the Regional State 

Council as well as to decide on their removal73. The council has the power to remove 

judges for violation of the disciplinary rules or on the grounds of gross incompetence or 

inefficiency. In addition, it can also remove judges if they can no longer carry out their 

duties on account of illness. 
 

Hence, the membership, powers and duties of the Judicial Administration Council (JAC) 

are determined through the Regional State constitution as well as in the course of 

legislation.74 As an effect, along with other things, the JAC has the power to suggest 

appointments of the judges of the state Supreme Court. There is no doubt as well that the 

Supreme Court entertains cases which have been brought from Eastern ‘Zoba’ High 

Court, on the ground of appeal. It is also a well-known fact that there are litigating parties 

who come from the Irob people to this court even though some of them may not have the 
                                                                                                                                                 
66 Ibid  
67 Interview with Ato Nega Berhe, Chief Administrator of the Eastern Zoba Administration on March, 

2010. Similar suggestions also forwarded by Dr.W/rufaul Alemayohu and W/ro Shewaye Tikua, the 
Speaker and the Deputy Speaker of the Tigray Regional State Council respectively, on March, 2010.  

68 Art.62 of the Tigray Regional  State Revised Constitution 
69 Ibid, Art.46 (3)  
70 Ibid, Art. 65  
71 Ibid, Art.67  
72 Ibid, Art.66  
73 Ibid, Art.64  
74 A Proclamation of the Tigray Regional State that Provides the Establishment, Composition and powers 

of the Judicial Administration Council (JAC), No. 87/2005 
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knowledge of the Tigrigna language. However, the representation of the Irob people at 

the Supreme Court is in progress. 
 

As other member states of the federation, Tigray Regional State has also organized a non- 

judicial interpretation scheme for the constitution. For that reason, the Regional State 

constitution has organized a Constitutional Interpretation Commission75 as well as a 

Council of Constitutional Inquiry.76 The commission has the power to examine cases on 

constitutional disputes or an issue of its interpretation, when ever such a case arises on 

the region. It discusses and decides on any constitutional issue having been submitted to 

it by the regional Council of Constitutional Inquiry. The members of the commission are 

to be drawn by way of representation, from each Wereda one representative through out 

the state plus members of the Federal House of Federation (HoF) who represents the 

Regional State. Thus, the total members of the commission are fifty two i.e. one 

representative from each Wereda implies forty six Wereda representatives and six 

members of the HoF who represent the Regional State. 
 

The Regional State Council of Constitutional Inquiry (CCI) comprises eleven members. 

These members are the President of the state Supreme Court as Chairman of the council, 

the Vice- President of the state Supreme Court as Deputy chair man of the council, three 

individuals designated by the Regional State Council from the middle of its members, six 

legal experts that are appointed by the Regional State Council based on the nomination of 

the state Chief Administrator or President who have proven professional competence and 

high moral standing. As a result, the regional government is conducting various efforts 

with regard to the selection of these members, meaning the members of the CCI and the 

Commission so as to reflect such representation. 
 

In line with this concern, the composition of civil servants, particularly, those who are 

employed at the Regional Governmental institutions are significant to the inquiry. In this 

regard, currently, the Regional State provides an affirmative action to be employed in its 

                                                 
75 Art. 68 of the Tigray Regional  State Revised Constitution 
76  Ibid, Art.69 and Art.70  
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institution for those Nations or Nationalities who are less represented.77However, it 

entails a well-built follow up to its implementation. In addition, the Regional State Police 

Orchestra and Marshal Band is a vital institution which plays a great role in reflecting the 

culture and the music of the entire people of the Regional State. Hence, at this instant, the 

institution is going on selecting two individual singers or musicians in order to represent 

the Irob people.78 
 

6.2. Representation at “Zoba” Level 

The Eastern Zone or “Zoba” is one Zonal Administration in the middle of the six Zone 

Administrations which are brought into being in the Tigray Regional State. This Zonal 

Administration has comprised two town administrations in addition to the seven wereda 

administrations. Since this Zonal Administration is legally as well as politically 

empowered to coordinate, supervise and control activities of those weredas, the right to 

equitable representation, precisely, to the Irob people is too essential. The question of 

representation at the Zoba Administration in connection with the civil service discloses, 

in all-purpose, the needs of an adjustment. Even though, there are two employees who 

have the Irob Nationality in the existing Zoba Administration, it demands farther 

endeavor for the practicability of such special consideration.79 
 

As pointed out above, the Judicial Administration Council (JAC) has the power to put 

forward appointees or judges of the Zoba High Court as well as to render a decision on 

their removal. It is also noticeable that the Zoba High Court entertains cases which have 

been brought from the Irob Wereda Court, on appeal. As well it is true that appearing 

litigating parties coming from the Irob people who may not speak the Tigrigna 

language.80 Yet, the JAC may not consider as fruitful as regard to the concern of 

representation of the Irob people all through its making the proposal for appointment of 

                                                 
77 Art.13 of the Tigray Regional State Civil Service Proclamation No. 66/2003 is supplemented by a 

directive on August/2009 in order to be employed candidates those are less represented Nations or 
Nationalities within the Regional State governmental institutions. 

78 Ato Meseret G/mariam Head of the Tigray Regional State Bureau of Police and security has also 
confirmed to this problem and he was  instructing to Ato Mullu Demewez to employ two individuals 
who nave the Irob Nationality as to represent the Irob people. 

79 Interview conducted by the researcher with Ato Kahisay Negash, Head of the Office of Zoba 
Administration on March, 2010.  

80 Most of the interviewees suggested that, among the seven ‘Tabias’ that are found in the Irob Wereda, the 
Irob people who live within the two ‘Tabias’ called “Ara and Weraetele” are facing some language 
challenges.  
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judges. The legislation which provides the composition of the JAC and the criteria for 

appointment of judges also must be considered the representation of such minority 

groups.81 
 

7. Conclusion 

 it is understandable that,  based on  various studies, that the Ethiopian State was in a 

catastrophic situation for most of the 20th century; due to the nonexistence of appropriate 

institutions for the accommodation of the ethno-linguistic diversity. Therefore, it is 

unequivocal to conclude that the diverse ethno-linguistic groups demands proper 

allocation of political power, resources as well as accurate accommodation into the 

political process. As a result, this becomes the only option to embrace the Nation, 

Nationalities and Peoples of the country collectively. However, it is possible to recognize 

that the federal system is a new event to Ethiopia in turn needs enormous endeavor to be 

more institutionalized and efficient. 
 

In Ethiopia; to be specific in the Tigray Regional State, there has been an attempt to 

include minority groups in the political process, like of the Irob people. It is unambiguous 

that the query of inclusion of minorities, particularly the safeguards of the Irob people 

within the Regional State desires extraordinary consideration in scheming to its 

accomplishment. It is also understandable that such constitutional arrangements, 

institutional configurations, public policies, and political practices intended to safeguard 

the minority groups, like the case of the Irob people, must be entrenched in a profound 

thought of its particular given context. Therefore, it demands to design proper scheme 

starting from the Regional State Constitution along with inclusion of the Irob people as 

minority group. 
 

Hence, the composition of the Wereda Executive Committee, Civil Service and Justice 

Sector of the Wereda should be dominated by the Irob people themselves. Having an 

extra institution so as to comprise the concern of the Irob people within the Regional 

State, whether it could be a Second House or any more auxiliary forum, is an imperative 

proposition. Along with, the place of Membership, Chair Persons, as well as Deputy 

                                                 
81 See also,  Art.4 and 10 of the Proclamation of Tigray Regional State that Provides the Establishment and 

Composition of the JAC, Proclamation No. 87/2005 
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Chair Person of the Standing Committee of the Regional State Council must be including 

all the representatives of the Irob people. The representation of the Irob people at the 

Regional and Zoba Justice Sectors including the Judicial Administration Council should 

be mounting. The Regional State Executive Council and Zoba Administration as well as 

their organs such as the Agencies, Authorities, Offices, and Commissions, Police 

Orchestra and the Marshal Band need to make additional exertion to represent the Irob 

people.  
 

Generally, it demands to make up extra endeavor in bond with the allocation of resources, 

designing institutions as well as mechanisms as to be fully materialized the inclusion of 

such minorities in the political process. It is feasible to visualize the carrying out of  an 

arrangement and put it into practice; particularly to the part which  the Regional State has  

to strengthen the existing self- administration, have appropriate representation and 

improve the over all Intergovernmental Relations (IGR) of the regional governmental 

institutions as to safeguarding the identity of the Irob people.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 20 

 

References 

1. Books 

• Abba Tesfaselassie Medhin, (Bishop Catholic Eparchy of Adigrat), The    History   

of Irob  ( Brief Description). Adigrat, 2000. 

• Addis Alem Balema, Economic Development and Democracy in Ethiopia. 

Erasmus University Rotterdam, 2003.  

• Anderson, George, Federalism: An Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2008. 

• Assefa Fiseha, Federalism and the Accommodation of Diversity in Ethiopia: A 

Comparative Study. Nijmegen/ Netherlands: Wolf Legal Publishers, 2006.  

• Berha Zigta, The Origin and History of the Irob People, 2008. Mekelle-Tigray, 

Ethiopia 

• Ellis, Katz and G. Alen, Tarr ( eds), Federalism and Rights. Rowman & Litlefield 

Publishers, Inc.1996.  

• Fasil Nahum, Constitution for a Nation of Nations: the Ethiopian Prospect. The 

Redsea press, 1997. 

• G.Alan, Tarr, Robert, Williams, and Josef, Marko (eds), Federalism, Subnational 

Constitutions and Minority Rights. Westport, CN/ London: Preager, 2004. 

• Ghai, Yash, (ed.), Autonomy and Ethnicity: Negotiating Competing Claims in 

Multiethnic States.Hong Kong: Cambridge University Press, 2000. 

• Kincaid, John and Chattapadhyay, Rupak (eds), Local Government in Federal 

Systems. New Dlhi: Viva Books Privat Limited, 2008. 

• Ronning, R. Balsvik, Haile Sellassie’s Students: The Intellectual and Social 

Background to Revolution, 1952-1974. Addis Ababa University Press, 2005.  

• Thornberry, Patrick, International Law and the Rights of Minorities. Clarendon 

press- Oxford, 1991.   

•  Turton, David (ed), Ethnic Federalism, the Ethiopian Experience in Comparative 

Perspective. Addis Ababa University Printing Press, 2006.  

• Watts, L. Ronald and Chattopadhyay R eds. Building on and Accommodation of 

Diversities. New Dlhi: Viva Books Privat Limited , 2008.  



 21 

• Watts, L. Ronald, Comparing Federal Systems: third edn. Ontario: Queens 

University Kingston, 2008. 

• Will, Kymlicka and Wayne Norman, Citizenship in Culturally Diverse Societies: 

Issues, Contexts and Concepts, New York Oxford University Press, 2000. 
 

2. Laws 
 

• A Proclamation to Provide for Self- Administration, Powers and Functions of 

Weredas in Tigray Regional State (2005). Tigray Negarit Gazeta. 

Proclamation No. 99/2005. 

• A Proclamation to Provide for the Establishment and Organizing of Zons in Tigray 

Regional State (2002). Tigray Negarit Gazeta. Proclamation No. 48/2002. 

• A Proclamation to Provide for the Establishment of National/ Regional Self- 

Government (1992). Negarit Gazeta of the TGE. Proclamation No. 7/1992. 

• A Proclamation to Provide for the Establishment, determination of powers and 

Functions of Weredas’ Executive Organ in Tigray Regional State (2005). 

Tigray Negarit Gazeta. Proclamation No. 100/2005. 

• A Proclamation to Provide for the Powers and Functions of Tigray Regional State 

Executive Organ (2005). Tigray Negarit Gazeta. Proclamation No. 94/2005.   

• Proclamation to Amend the Electoral Law of Ethiopia (2007). Federal Negarit 

Gazeta. Proclamation No. 532/2007 

• The Constitution of Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (1995). Federal Negarit 

Gazeta. Proclamation No.1/1995.. 

• The Revised Constitution of the Tigray National Regional State (2001).Tigray 

Negarit Gazeta.  Proclamation No. 45/2001. 

• The Revised Tigray Regional State Judicial Administration Council Proclamation 

(2004).Tigray Negarit Gazeta. Proclamation No. 87/2005. 

• Transitional Period Charter of Ethiopia (1991). Negarit Gazeta. No.1/1991. 

 

 

 
 



 22 

3. Articles and papers 

 

• Abadir Mohamed, “The Human rights Provisions of the FDRE Constitution in Light 

of the Theoretical Foundations of Human Rights”, Addis Ababa University, 

Series on Ethiopian Human Rights, Volume-1,2008. 

• Aberra Dagafa, “The Scope of Rights of National Minorities under the Constitution 

of the Fderal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia” “, Addis Ababa University, 

Series on Ethiopian Human Rights: Faculty of Law, Volume-1, 2008. 

• Conner Walker, “Nation – Building or Nation – Destroying?”,World Politics, Journal 

of International Affairs,1972, PP. 319-355. 

• Girmachew Alemu and Sisay Alemahu (ed.), “The Constitutional Protection of 

Human Rights in Ethiopia: Challenges and Prospects”, Addis Ababa 

University, Series on Ethiopian Human Rights, Volume-2, 2008. 

• Lijphat Arend, “ Constitutional Design for Divided Societies”, Journal of Democracy, 

Volume-15,No. 2, 2004 

• Mulatu,Teshome, “Case study in Ethiopia: Ethnic Federalism in Ethiopia; a Model?”  

(unpublished) 

• Souba Hais, “Some Facts about Irob: political Background”, Addis Ababa: publisher 

Walta Information Center, 1998.   

• Summary and Statistical Report of the 2007 Population and Housing Census, FDRE 

Population Census Commission, Addis Ababa, UNFPA, 2008. 

• Tsegaye Regassa, “Sub-national Constitutions in Ethiopia: Towards Entrenching 

Constitutionalism at the State Level” paper presented at the third Annual 

Research Conference of E.C.S.C. in June, Addis Ababa, 2008. 

• Will, Kymlicka “Emerging Western Models of Multination Federalism: Are they 

Relevant for Africa?”  Turton, David (ed), Ethnic Federalism, the 

Ethiopian Experience in Comparative Perspective. Addis Ababa 

University,  Printing Press, 2006.  

• Will, Kymlicka, “Federalism, Nationalism, and Multiculturalism”, Karmis Dimitrios 

and Norman Wayne (eds), Theories of Federalism: A Reader. Printed in USA, 

2005. 


	01.pdf
	02.pdf
	03.pdf



