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I. Introduction  

TPLF is having its congressional meeting some time on August 2015. By some, this meeting 

is considered as more important event than even the 2015 national election of Ethiopia. 

And, the big question surrounding this event is this: How seriously should one take the 

upcoming TPLF congressional meeting? 

Well, there are too many mounting arguments and counter-arguments on the subject. Some 

argue that nothing new will come out of it as it will be a routine and business as usual 

project of playing an inner-party politicking game without virtually having any discussion 

on high level and strategic public policy agendas while others maintain that it will be an 

epoch-evaluation forum for the party from which ‘more and better’ is to be expected for the 

next. Well, given that this meeting is being held in the aftermath of the 40th anniversary of 

the party, amidst the fairly low and irritating GTP-1 performance of the Ethiopian 

government and within the bigger contexts of 1) the potentially in an unstable pendulum 

dynamics of power balance with in the EPRDF coalition  and 2) the badly needed nature 

and quality of political leadership for the newly emerging regional (Horn Africa) and 

international threats and opportunities Vis-a-Vis such geopolitically sensitive and relevant 

security and political economy issues as extremism, terrorism, human trafficking, 
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globalization …etc that naturally demand political leaders with strategic thinking capacity 

to undertake intellectually informed scenario analysis, forecasting and accordingly design 

creative and sound policy interventions, let me be generous and give the optimists the 

benefit of doubt that the party will seriously take up the upcoming congressional meeting 

as a unique opportunity and hence commit itself to use it to discuss high level and strategic 

public policy issues. The question, then, is what should those high level and strategic 

agendas be? For sure, evaluation of the past performance of the earlier Central Committee 

or Politburo and then “selection/election’’ of the next Central Committee and Politburo 

members could not make it up all. 

Therefore, without penetrating too much in to the theories of elite politics/politicking and 

how they might be played during the course of ‘selection/election’ of members in to the 

higher governing bodies in the party (i.e. Politburo and Central Committee) and more 

importantly in to the speculation of who would come high up or high low in  the ladder of 

leadership in the party, I would, in this short piece, try to highlight some agendas that I 

believe they deserve tabling, rigorous discussion and amicable direction if politics and 

political leadership is to be seriously meant to be serving the people and Not more Not less. 

And, to me, there cannot be any compelling issue than this for a hitherto revolutionary 

party.  

For simplicity purpose, then, the agendas I would like to talk about are clustered in to 

Economic affairs, Political affairs, Social affairs and External relations affairs. I hope my 

perspective would be considered as no more ambitious than the GTPs (1&2) of our 

government. 

1. On Economic affairs: Towards a shift from Agriculture Led Economy (ALE) to 

Industry Led Economy (ILE) 

The party needs to rigorously revisit the notion of “ADLI” as it applied to Tigray and 

probably rethink of shifting our development orientation all together from an Agriculture 

Led Economy (ALE) to Industry Led Economy (ILE). For me, the “ADLI” notion no longer 

should be considered as “a taboo to be touched dogma”. Nor should it be taken as a “one 

size fits all” kind of national lump sum development strategy. After all we are living in a 
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federal nation that allows regions to have their own unique development strategy when 

and where they find it necessary. This being the general principle, empirically Tigray has 

lived with that strategy for a fairly longer period of time. And, if one asks whether or not 

the strategy has ensured structural transformation (both intra-sectoral and inter-sectoral) 

in the region, nobody would doubt that the scientific and technical answer (put the political 

and ideological answer aside) to that question is a bold NO!  So, what is to be done? Well, 

my perspective is to change that development perspective in the context of Tigray. i.e 

towards changing our order of sectoral priority from heavy emphasis on Agriculture to 

heavy emphasis on Industry (Manufacturing) and then channeling our budget, human 

resource and leadership allocation schemes accordingly. The sectoral priority mix in my 

perspective is thus this: Industry then Tourism then Agriculture where:  

1) In Industry: the focus will be on massively investing on heavy and high-tech 

manufacturing industries in urban areas and agro-processing industries in rural 

areas. 

And, here are the opportunities/areas of comparative advantage to be exploited in this 

respect 

 An effective and synergical exploitation of the labor division between Parbus (party 

business )/Govbus(government business) and Pribus (Private business) in the 

region in which  while the Parbus/ Govbus will focus on  investing in infrastructures 

and on carefully selected high tech industries that would fill market failure in 

innovation/creativity (adoption/adaptation), the Pribus, on the other hand, 

focuses on investing in Medium and High manufacturing industries that would fill 

government failure in  the areas of competition, efficiency, growth and 

employment/jobs generation/creation. 

Following the above logic we can then imagine that EFFORT alone can take us a long 

way:  say for instance, if the total number of EFFORT’s sister companies are to be 

doubled or tripled via an expansion plan in the next 5 years to come and each of the 

companies is to employ, on average, 10-15 thousand workers, that would then mean a 

lot in terms of unemployment and migration reduction in the region.  Add to this a 
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massive engagement of the Paribus investment in manufacturing industry (not just in 

construction and service sectors as we massively see it today) then the story becomes an 

even impressive one. Focusing on massive industrialization is thus the more sensible 

way out that Tigray has especially in its Eastern and Central part given the geographic 

and topographic insensibilities of those areas for either mechanized or small holding 

agricultural development.   

2) In Tourism: the focus will be on massively investing in physical infrastructures 

(roads, electricity, telecom, water etc) on geographies with cultural heritages 

(churches, monasteries, mosques) and historical heritages ( liberation and 

independence struggle areas/battle/war centers) in the region:  

        What are the opportunities/areas of comparative advantage to be exploited here? 

 Cultural heritage areas: predominantly on  Eastern and Central Tigray  

 Historical heritages areas: Almost all over Tigray but few examples to mention 

sites of Adwa victory, sites of 1st woyane and 2nd woyane struggles and sites of 

special memory (e.g. Hawzien and Samere because of their bombardment by the 

Dergue.. etc ). 

3) In Agriculture: the focus will be on massive investment in mechanized agriculture. 

 Again the opportunities/areas of comparative advantage to be exploited here are these: 

 With the physical infrastructure rightly put in place and the huge arable land potential 

available in western (Humera) and Southern (Raya) parts of Tigray it is possible to 

produce sufficient food not only for Tigray consumption but also surplus for domestic 

and international markets. This is also what the world experience teaches us. 

Everyone does not necessarily have to work in agriculture in order to get food. The 

125 million Japanese are being fed by a less than 2% farmers and the story does not 

end there. The 2% Japanese do also export rice to the international market. We have 

the same stories from the US, Canada and other nations too. The rest of the people of 

these countries are in the industry and service sectors. What they do is they earn 
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money from those sectors and purchase food. And, I see no convincing reason why the 

Tigrian economy cannot function that way as well. It can and it should.  

Overall, thus, from the economic affairs point of view, what I need is the party (in the 

congressional meeting) and subsequently the Government (in its GTP-2 Plan) to 

mainstream the agendas of “What to do next with the manufacturing industrial sector, 

mechanized agriculture sector and cultural and historical heritages-based Tourism sector 

development in Tigray?” I stress this because the GTP-2 plan as it stands out now seems to 

be largely a phase-2 implementation part of the GTP-1 plan and hence cannot be 

considered as a unique plan on its own right. And, this is true given that much of the 

projects in the GTP-1 Plan have not been completed and naturally they cannot be escaped.  

 

 

2. On Political affairs: Towards  “Robust reforms” in our Elite and Mass politics  

On the political front, there are in my mind a number of striking issues that the 

congressional meeting need to table, discuss and put ways forward. These include, among 

others, the issue of “leadership succession in the party”, the issue of “quality of political 

leadership” and the issue of “intra-party rent seeking and corruption”. Well, let me be clear 

first that I will not to be as detailed and exhaustive as one probably needs me in describing 

and elaborating what I exactly mean by each of these points. And, my simple reason for that 

is that my mere intention here is to indicate that the issues are worth of being considered 

as top agendas in the congressional meeting.  

With regard to the issue of “leadership succession in the party”, in my view, this issue 

needs to boldly stand out and be mainstreamed in the congressional meeting. 1)  How to go 

about the “Leadership succession plan in the party’’? Should the process go on as it 

started via chasing out members of the old guards or should it somehow show signs of 

reversal for whatever reason one could imagine? Well, there are good reasons to believe 

that both scenarios have roughly equal chance of being the possibility. However, emerging 

dynamics with in national (including within the EPRDF coalition), regional and 
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international elite politics might necessitate the party to at least partially (if not 

completely) reverse the leadership succession plan and consequently bring in back some 

members of the old guards to Politburo and Central committee membership and also to top 

leadership positions. Signs in this direction are already in place. For instance, some 

members of the old guard that were naturally expected to leave offices as per the plan 

(because now is its final phase) have participated in the national election which then 

demonstrates that they will still be available to assume party/government positions. 

Another sign that could also be count as in defense of the reversal is the statements we 

often have heard from some top party leaders that the task of ‘Capacity building for 

successors” has not been done meaningfully. What this means is thus until fully capacitated 

young leaders are found leadership positions could not be open and hence the old guards 

will have to stay in. That the statements have come from individuals who have earlier been 

publicly saying that the capacity building process is almost finished also makes the issue a 

bit serious. Given this, therefore, elite politics game in the party could not be expected to be 

played along an “old guards out- new guards in” formula. Rather it will probably be a 

negotiated game. Anyway, regardless of the possible scenarios and outcomes, the 

leadership succession is a crucial issue that deserves to be an agenda in the meeting. It 

simply should not be ignored or underestimated.  

On the issue of “quality of political leadership”, there are many issues that deserve 

serious attention. For instance, the question: ‘Is the party producing strategic political 

leaders? This is an issue that can even determine the future fate of the party and hence 

cannot be overlooked. Why? Because, the party currently undoubtedly needs to transform 

its political leadership “from leaders of agricultural economy to leaders of industrial 

economy” and for that reason the party has to ask this question in its meeting “Where are 

the next generation political leaders of the party –i.e. 10, 20 and 30 years from now” 

and rigorously discuss this big theme “the youth and politics in Tigray”. This is extremely 

needed because both the party and the people of Tigray should not be forced to see their 

future political leaders come to top leadership positions suddenly and out of the blue as it 

often happens now. 
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 In any case, here are some of the “robust reforms” that I believe are deservedly expected 

from the party in its future course of handing both elite and mass politics: 

1)  A need to shift from “economism or de-politicization ideology” to “an ideology of 

active politization of citizens”  

2) A need for “leadership mind-decolonization” both at individual leader and at 

generation levels. This is important because leaders are not mangers and hence they 

have to demonstrate the margin of freedom (mind-decolonization) from the yoke of the 

legacy of earlier leaders or history at large and their capability to lead the party, 

government and society on their own way. The experience of political parties in the 

world is also crystal clear about this. For instance, successive leaders of the Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) have what they call the “mind delonization-1”, “mind 

decolonization -2”, “mind decolization-3” etc tradition which worked well for them. 

And, I see no compelling reason why the same tradition can’t be useful in our case too. 

3) A need to change mind set from seeking historical legacy-based regime legitimacy 

towards seeking current and future merit, competence and hence performance-

driven regime legitimacy.  

In general, to rigorously discus such and other pressing issues pertaining to the quality of 

its political leadership, the party needs to have this as its main agenda in the upcoming 

congressional meeting.  

The issue of “Intra-party rent seeking and corruption” is probably the most important 

issue that the party can and should take up as agenda in the congress meeting. Well, of 

course, if politics is a serious business for it. This is the area on which the participants in 

the congress should ask tough questions; especially those people do not want to answer 

like “where is the hard core/central gravity of rent-seeking and corruption in Tigray 

and what is to be actually done to declare an end to it”? Guided by this grad question 

the congress can and should explore the party- government-business–military/security 

complex of hard core rent seeking/corruption network in Tigray. Well, if needed, this 

issue could best be approached via “perspective writing’’ much like as the party had it in 

the 1993 split on the subject of “Great danger to the party”. One perspective then was 
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“BONAPARTISM” and another was “TEMBERKAKINET- which literally means 

“surrender/submission”. Yet, the worrying thing here is that now the party doesn’t seem to 

have leadership and members who could make idea fight and write and read perspectives.  

Here is my stake on the matter anyway. Contrary to the party’s rhetoric that rent seeking is 

everywhere and is anything that can be found in every one, I do feel that the party by 

providing political protection to the others, the government by providing legal and 

moral protection to the others, the business by providing financial and economic 

protection to the others and the military/security apparatus by providing security 

protection to the others are actually the hard core centers of rent seeking and corruption 

in the region. If one pushes the argument a bit further, it could be even argued that right 

now the party is in the process of building what in the subject of political economy is 

known as “The New Class” system in which there will be a “class” controlling the highest 

echelons of politics, economics and military/security apparatuses for its advantage that is 

both spiritually and policy-wise continuously being detached from the core social bases (i.e. 

primarily peasants and working class) of the revolutionary democracy ideology which the 

party itself, by virtue of its program, is subscribed to and instead is being strongly aligned 

with what could be termed as “Neo-feudalist and Neo-capitalist segments of the urban 

society” and to a larger degree with the ‘Diaspora community’. If continued unabated, what 

this probably eventually leads is also at best in to a“city boys-style political leadership” or 

at worst in to a “mafia style-political leadership”. 

Anyways, the party should demonstrate its commitment to fight rent seeking and 

corruption first and foremost by setting this agenda in its meeting and rigorously 

discussing it. Only then the party could have moral superiority on others in the fight against 

the problems because this time it has cleaned up and put its house in order. Not to pick up 

the agenda and discuss it on the congressional meeting, however, is at best irresponsibility 

and at worst an insult to the people on whose behalf the party claims to have struggled and 

on whose support it came to and still stay in power.    

3. On social affairs : The education sector 
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As it is the driving force for all the other sectors (especially for an industrial economy and 

society), I believe the education sector deserves unique treatment as an agenda in the 

upcoming congressional meeting. The reason for this is this: the education sector in Tigray 

is now facing huge problems that need to be addressed. And, the sooner we fix them, the 

better. Well, in my view, the problem begins with having no clearly defined philosophy of 

education for all levels of our education (primary, secondary and tertiary levels). 

Emanating from this problem is also the problem of not clearly understanding the 

separation and integration among the levels.    

From a philosophical point of view, this is the grand question challenging our educational 

sector: “Do we want it to be based on “the enlightenment/liberal art school of thought’’ 

which strives to produce citizens that are inquisitive, critical, self-reflective and system 

challengers or based on   the “doctrinal school of thought” which strives to indoctrinate 

people, cultivate them with an imposed sets of knowledge, skills and values and make them 

not critical and challenging but obedient, disciplined and loyal ones”. Being clear on this 

point as a region is extremely useful because right now I think we are producing almost 

“citizens with neither nor qualities” i.e. neither are they fully critical and challenging nor 

fully indoctrinated, obedient, disciplined and loyal”. And, this is worrying.  

From the total lack of (or if any, the lack of clarity) of our educational philosophy is also 

driven this problem of not clearly framing the visions and missions of each levels of 

education. What we are witnessing is from primary to tertiary levels they seem to focus 

more on “massification of education and thereby ensuring quantitative equity” and less on 

anything else. This might be fine for all of the primary levels and much of the secondary 

levels. However, part of the secondary level and all of the tertiary level need to almost 

entirely be “quality-oriented” as their main target is not to abolish illiteracy but to produce 

high level “elites”.  

Another problem that deserves attention is the issue of “investment in the education 

sector”. In some good days when institutions like the TDA were outstandingly active on the 

sector, we were lucky to see in our region some excellent initiatives in education especially 

in the Natural science fields. For instance, we had the excellent experiences of the MIT and 
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Kalamino initiatives. Yet now days we are not only lacking more and better of their likes 

but also losing them altogether. This is uniquely disappointing especially when seen 

against the new initiatives other regions are making taking lessons from us. They are 

moving forward and we are setting back. Social science fields are also being undermined in 

our region partly due to the misunderstanding of the 70-30 mix government policy. Huge 

gaps are also being observed in the curricula of our fields to the extent that some even 

suggest the need for re-inventing the essences and intentions of the curricula of the armed 

struggle time as possible way outs. 

Overall, thus, quality of education is deteriorating in our region at all levels and we are 

heading towards a “vicious circle of educational quality crisis”- i.e. less quality at 

primary/secondary levels       less quality in universities /colleges        less quality back at 

primary/secondary levels  and so on.               .  

So, from the above points one can infer that the paramount problems within our education 

sector are so extremely serious that they can’t be bypassed as non-agenda matters. And, I 

believe that in order to know the problems of our education and sort them out the next 

congressional meeting of TPLF has to have it as one agenda and discuss it thoroughly.  

4. External relations: The Ethio-Eritrean issue 

At its face value, one could question the legitimacy of raising the Ethio-Eritrean issue at the 

sought party congress meeting based on the premise that such issue is an inter-state issue 

and hence falls under the central government’s sphere of influence. Legally and 

institutionally this argument could make some sense. But, from moral, diplomatic as well as 

strategic  economic and political interests point of view it makes a lot of sense also to 

consider it at the TPLF congressional meetings for it is a party that is governing the people 

and region which receive the immediate good or bad out of what happens to the Ethio- 

Eritrean relations. Surely, the current “No peace-No war” situation is having certain 

strategic negatives to our region. As I see it, one of the greatest strategic problems in this 

regard is that we are not going to see new and big industrial investments either by EFFORT 

or private businesses in the Eastern-Central-Western axis of Tigray any time soon. We 

already have not seen that for a very longer period of time now. Look at; for instance, our 
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cities and urban centers along that axis: from Adigrat down to Zalambesa, Bzet, Enticho, 

Nebelet, Adwa, Rama, Axum, Shire, Sheraro, Badme, and Humera; we see no big industrial 

investments years come and years go. And, to me, one major reason to this is the Ethio-

Eritrean issue. Even EFFORT could not penetrate it let alone the private sector. Here then 

comes a question: Could we be that serious when we talk about economic structural 

transformation in Tigray without having meaningfully capturing this part of Tigray? This is 

not, however, to imply that in other parts of Tigray the picture is different. Obviously not! 

Even in cities like Mekelle (where the construction and service sectors are dominating the 

economy) the issue of economic structural transformation is not something that we can be 

confident about and proud of. Suffice only to say here that the Ethio- Eritrean issue 

deserves to be set as agenda and discussed in the congress meeting because of the 

tremendous geopolitical, economic and political implications it has to Tigray than to any of 

the other regions in Ethiopia. So, even if others are not serious about it we need to be. To 

consider the issue as non-agenda matter on the part of our political leadership would then 

tantamount to either huge political naivety or utter carelessness when it comes to the 

interest of the people in the region.  

5. Concluding remark 

I wrote this short piece in the interest of sharing my thoughts and perspective on the kind 

of agendas that I am interested in to surround or even dominate the upcoming TPLF 

congressional meeting. And, I hope, if as many interested people as possible comment and 

enrich the piece  and as a result it gets certain audience, then probably some of the agendas 

could get ears and be tabled for discussion in the meeting with the help of social media 

pressures on our political leaders in the Central committee and Politburo. Furthermore, if 

some of the issues I raised are lucky enough to be meaningfully debated in the meeting 

then it would be safe to guess what kind of candidates the congress should bring in to the 

next Central committee and Politburo leadership positions. May then God help the party to 

be in a unique mind set for the upcoming congressional meeting so that it can table people-

centered agendas, rigorously discuss them and amicably put sound ways forward! Let’s 

hope so!   
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