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Ethiopians are mourning the untimely death of their Prime Minster, Meles Zenawi from one 
corner of the country to the other and in many cities around the world. The response to the 
Prime Minster's death has been quite unprecedented. As a most brilliant leader, his lose is 
not only for Ethiopia but also for Africa, and indeed the world. The world badly needs more 
far-sighted leaders like Meles Zenawi. 
 
As has been amply acknowledged in tributes from world leaders and Ethiopians alike, to 
the Ethiopian populace at large the Prime Minster was a visionary hero who had master-
minded the transformation of Ethiopian society. He tackled poverty and increased 
agricultural production, improved access to clean water supply, reduced child mortality, 
expanded the number of schools and universities, improved access to health care, 
interconnected the cities, towns and villages by roads, and spread electricity and wireless 
telecommunication.  A comment by an Ethiopian in London two years ago encapsulates 
the achievements so far. He said he could now speak to his mother in her village on her 
mobile phone from his apartment in one of the biggest metropolises in the world thousands 
of miles away from her modest hut. More was yet to come. 
 
Meles Zenawi, above all, was a leader who taught the Ethiopia people to believe in 
themselves and dream an impossible dream: to break from the yoke of poverty and attain 
middle income status by 2025 if not before. He restored the people's self-pride and self-
dignity and showed them how to walk proudly with their heads held high instead bowed in 
shame as they had endured the label “people from the land of famine and war” for the past 
40 years. He was audacious enough to declare that Ethiopia has the right to develop the 
resources of its rivers, including that of the Blue Nile (Abbay) in co-operation with other 
(riparian) states, including Egypt, and alone, and without its own national resources, if the 
other states, particularly Egypt, were so short-sighted not to co-operate in such grand 
schemes that would transform the lives of millions of people. He dreamt of “the new oil”, 
hydroelectric power from the mighty Ethiopian rivers which had hitherto be known only for 
ferrying millions of tonnes of rich Ethiopian soil to Egypt every year. They would now be 
tamed to generate thousands of megawatts of clean, eco-friendly energy for domestic use 
as well as for exporting to neighbouring countries, (Egypt included), thus binding the 
different countries in peaceful co-existence, burying centuries of mutual suspicion, and 
propelling their economic development. 
 
Coverage by foreign media 
 
In the meantime the Western media have been painting a different picture of Meles Zenawi 
in obituaries, editorial columns and television broadcasts. They have, of course,  
acknowledge the tremendous achievements in economic and social development the 
country has undergone under his leadership in the past 21 years. After all, to become the 
third fastest developing economy in the world, while most of the world is languishing in 
economic turmoil, is no mean achievement. These are facts that are difficult to deny unless 
you belong to the Ethiopian opposition groups who regularly portray that the country as 
one that is degenerating and going backwards. 
 
Having praised him for his economic and social achievements, however, the Western 



media have also labelled Meles Zenawi a dictator and an autocrat and this tone has 
drowned out the positive comments they have made about the undoubted legacy he has 
left both for Ethiopia and the rest of Africa. Such negative characterization is unfair and it is 
difficult to reconcile with the spontaneous outpouring of the mourning of his death by the 
millions of Ethiopians at home and abroad we have been witnessing. The magnitude of the     
response by the people must have taken even the government by surprise. Perhaps the 
Western media might now look at the Prime Minster with a different prism after witnessing 
the unprecedented response from the Ethiopian people. 
 
What about the opposition groups? Whither they now? 
 
The losers in all this are the opposition groups who are cocooned largely in London and 
Washington DC in their self-imposed exile. To those of us who have been visiting Ethiopia 
regularly since the fall of the Dergue regime in 1991, each visit has revealed yet more new 
transformation in food production, education, health, transportation, telecommunication 
and so on. The acceleration of development since the turn of the third Ethiopian 
millennium in 2007 in particular has been quite spectacular. Perhaps the self-exiles have 
not been visiting the country often enough to see the change for themselves. Alternatively 
they are in total denial and what the mind does not wish to know, the eye does not see. 
Their agenda is clearly not to engage in constructive debate and the development that is 
taking place in the country but to sabotage what is being achieved. 
 
Over the years they have managed to woo the attention of the Western media by 
engineering set-piece confrontations in which they prod the government to react. It goes 
without saying that governments must act when life and property is in danger. Otherwise 
people will wonder what governments are for. (Such a question was indeed raised in 
England, for example, when some of its major cities were burning in the riots of summer 
2011. The British Prime Minster even said that the police might have to use live bullets if 
the burning and looting continued). Such was the most notorious confrontation the 
opposition parties engineered following the 2005 parliamentary elections alleging that they 
had been “robbed” of victory. Subsequent investigations revealed that some European 
Union election observers, rather unwisely going beyond their remit, might have 
encouraged the opposition parties to think they had won. But the government of the USA 
never believed that the opposition parties had won, and if anybody was to know the US 
government, with its extensive network of information, should have known. The opposition 
received the Western media publicity they had been craving for and the blame they 
desired to be heaped upon Meles Zenawi. 
 
The real motives of the opposition groups, however, became crystal clear with the results 
of the Addis Ababa elections, a city of three million people and the seat of the Federal 
government. On the eve of the counting of the ballot papers, the opposition parties stated 
that the votes in the capital had been rigged. Yet when the votes were counted the 
following day, the opposition parties had in fact swept to victory winning all the seats. 
Despite this they refused to takeover the administration of the city and persisted instead 
with their disruptive activities. Now what kind of dictatorial government would ask an 
opposition party to take over the administration at the seat of central government? If it had 
been rigging votes, surely the capital's votes would have been the first to stop from falling 
into the hands of the opposition? 
 
If the opposition parties had really wanted to be taken seriously they should have 
presented the Ethiopian people with convincing alternative policies that would alleviate 
their hardship. However they have failed to do so repeatedly while the EPRDP government 



comes up with innovative policies all the time. No wonder then that the voters punished the 
opposition parties by rejecting them en-mass at the 2010 parliamentary elections with 
added penalty, no doubt, for their appalling antics after the 2005 elections. Predictably the 
opposition parties cried foul at the results. However, to say that these elections were 
rigged by the incumbent government, as the opposition alleged, and their friends in the 
Western media echoed, was to insult the intelligence of the Ethiopian electorate – another 
fatal mistake. The people simply couldn’t see any point in voting in opposition parties that 
are bickering among themselves, splitting, and self-fracturing all the time. One does not 
need to posses a PhD to see that their leaders could not be trusted with the serious matter 
of running the affairs of state responsibly and competently when they could not even put 
their house in order and run their party affairs with some semblance of competence? 
 
Now the Ethiopian people have struck the final nail in the coffin of the opposition parties by 
giving a resounding answer to how they feel about Prime Minister Meles Zenawi and his 
considerable achievements, a Prime Minster the opposition groups have been vilifying in 
their crude ways for years. The Ethiopian peoples have shown how much their visionary 
leader meant to them and have pledged with one voice that they will work with even more 
vigour to realise the vision for development crafted by Meles Zenawi and his party, the 
EPRDP. “His body is dead but his spirit lives forever, we will keep our sorrow in our hearts 
and work to realise Meles' vision” has been the recurring theme of the mourners as they 
gathered in the streets, the squares and the stadiums around the country and of the 
thousands who have been trooping past the Prime Minster's body, as it lies in State, to pay 
their last respect. There cannot be a more fitting tribute for the selfless service this 
uncorrupted leader has rendered to his people and to his country. 
 
The Ethiopian people's opinion of the opposition parties must now be rock-bottom, and 
any prospects these parties might ever had of winning seats in a national election must 
have come to an end.  The only way the opposition parties can now extricate themselves 
from irrelevance is to acknowledge and respect the views and wishes of the Ethiopian 
people, which should have become abundantly clear to them with the death of Prime 
Minister Meles Zenawi, and come out of their fantasy world into reality. This way they can 
become a force for good by becoming an effective and constructive opposition which is 
necessary for a healthy modern democratic nation which Ethiopia will become in tandem 
with its economic and social development.  Otherwise the only fate awaiting them seems 
to be to wither away in their self-imposed exile while the country marches ahead, without 
them. 
 
What does all this mean to the government? 
 
The Ethiopian government will no doubt be contemplating this question and will have its 
own answers in due course. The EPRDP party and government should feel humbled by 
the overwhelming response of the Ethiopian peoples and enter into a renewed covenant 
with them. This unique opportunity for people and government to work together should not 
be allowed to be squandered. In the absence of any effective opposition it is too easy for 
any party or government, whether in the developing or developed world, to lapse into 
complacency. The government should set up effective mechanisms for listening to the  
views and any genuine grievances the people may have. The party needs to return to its 
culture in the days of the liberation struggle of allowing people to air their views openly and 
freely. Above all the government must continue to fight any tendency to systemic 
corruption (the termite that destroys a house from within  silently) with vigour. This will be 
another lasting tribute to the tradition of Meles Zenawi's leadership. 
 


