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Geneva 
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A Call for the Protection of Minorities: The Irob and Kunama People 
 
In light of the first anniversary of the Irob massacre, the Global Society of Tigray Scholars and 
Professionals (GSTS) commemorates the victims and calls for action on ending the grave 
violations of the rights of minorities in Ethiopia. GSTS believes that the Irob and Kunama ethnic 
minority groups are on the verge of extinction due to the War on Tigray.  
 
GSTS would like to take this occasion to call for swift and concerted action to protect the Irob, 
Kunama, and all Ethiopia's minorities from the existential threat. 
 
The 1992 UN Declaration defines a "Minority Group" as:'[a]group numerically inferior to the rest 
of the population of a State, in a non-dominant position, whose members—being nationals of the 
State—possess ethnic, religious or linguistic characteristics differing from those of the rest of the 
population and show, if only implicitly, a sense of solidarity, directed towards preserving their 
culture, traditions, religion or language.'  
 
Tigrayans are a minority within the context of Ethiopia. Tigray is also home to two other minority 
groups – The Kunama people, the smallest in number at only around 10,000, and The Irob 
population is approximately 35,000. The people of Irob live in the semi-arid mountainous region 
of Northeastern Tigray, bordering Eritrea. The Indigenous Irob minority have a language, culture, 
traditions, and territory of their own. Unlike the Irob, the Kunama ethnic group exists on both sides 
of the Ethio-Eritrea border; they speak a Nilo-Saharan language, Kunama and have their own 
distinct culture and traditional religion. Tigrayan Kunamas mainly inhabit north and western 
Tigray. Their proximity to Eritrea and their considerably small population puts them in danger of 
extinction.  
 
Since Eritrean troops invaded and occupied the Irob territory in cahoots with the Ethiopian 
Government, at least 72 civilians have been killed in cold blood, many others have been harassed, 
beaten, sexually abused, illegally detained and kidnaped. Members of the minority have been 
displaced to other parts of Tigray and Ethiopia, and public facilities, crops, and cattle have been 
destroyed and looted. The minority is still suffering from the unaddressed injustices of the 1998-
2000 Ethio-Eritrea war. Hundreds of civilians were slaughtered, women were sexually abused, 

https://www.focusonafrica.info/en/tigray-irob-and-kunama-ethnic-groups-risk-extinction/
https://www.equalrightstrust.org/sites/default/files/ertdocs/Declaration%20on%20the%20rights%20of%20minorities.pdf
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and livestock and other property were stolen and destroyed. During the most recent Eritrea's 
occupation, Eritrean troops also abducted over 97 innocent Irob people from their homes; and 
their fate remains unknown. 
 
As Tigray remains under brutal complete siege and communications blockage, little is reported 
on the Kunama minority. However, the diaspora has given accounts of the burning of settlements, 
starvation, looting, massacres, and forced displacement of their people by invading Eritrean 
troops.  
 
The Irob massacre took place between the 4th and 8th of January 2021. Most of the victims were 
murdered while gathered to celebrate Christmas with their families. Some families lost multiple 
children on the same day, everyday reality of genocide and the onslaught on the Tigrayan people. 
Most of the victims were young men, and witnesses stated families were forbidden from taking 
the victims' bodies for burial to instill terror and humiliation. The Geographic location of Irob has 
made the people susceptible to invading forces from the north (Eritrea). There have been 
continuous attempts by the Eritrean Government to annex land, force a false identity on them and 
displace the people north and south of the border, posing a serious threat to their existence as a 
minority group. 
 
The Government of Ethiopia is exacerbating this situation by imposing a siege on Tigray, causing 
an existential threat to the Irob and other minorities. It has taken a number of measures calculated 
to strangulate the population, including cutting off banking, telecom, fuel, and electricity service 
to Tigray for over 14 months now. Even more unconscionable is the denial of access to life-saving 
drugs, food aid and other goods indispensable to the survival of the civilian population. Officials 
of the UN are on record saying that only 12% of the direly needed humanitarian aid has reached 
Tigray within the last six months. This means tens of thousands are literally dying owing to lack 
of access to drugs for diabetes, HIV, and tuberculosis, and food for instance. Inaction in the face 
of such a grave crime will go down in history as a stain on the conscience of humanity. 
 
The Irob should be protected under minority rights laws as well as all international human rights 
laws. Article 27 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), for instance, 
states, "in those States where ethnic, religious, or linguistic minorities exist, persons belonging to 
such minorities shall not be denied the right, in community with the other members of their group, 
to enjoy their own culture, profess and practise their own religion, or use their own language." The 
invasion and continued occupation to date of half-the-territory of Irob land by Eritrean soldiers is 
a violation of the right of the Irob people to preserve their unique identity and self-determination 
as Tigrayans and also as a minority ethnic group. 
 
The UN Declaration on the Rights of Minorities, Article 1 reads, "[s]tates shall protect the existence 
and the national or ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic identity of minorities within their 
respective territories and shall encourage conditions for the promotion of that identity". As per this 
article, the primary focus on the protection of minorities should be on their existence, including 
protecting them from genocide and crimes against humanity. The Government of Ethiopia and 
the international community have failed to protect the Irob community thus far. Eritrean forces, 
working hand in gloves with the Ethiopian Government, have committed and continue to 
perpetrate grave violations that may amount to genocide and crimes against humanity against 
this minority group. There is also justified fear of continued persecution due to war owing to the 
presence of Eritrean troops, especially in light of the Eritrean government and Amhara regional 
state expansionist agenda. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/5/4/tiny-ethnic-group-fears-extinction-as-tigray-war-enters-6th-month
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The Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide and the United 
Nations Minorities Declaration for safeguarding minorities' rights confer the right to protection to 
minorities. The Convention addresses the protection of groups, including minorities, and their right 
to physical existence. The crimes perpetrated by the Eritrean forces, together with the Ethiopian 
Government, against the Irob community meets article II that defines genocide as "any … acts 
committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, 
such as: [k]illing members of the group; [c]ausing serious bodily or mental harm to members of 
the group; [d]eliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its 
physical destruction in whole or in part." Consequently, the exhaustion of all existing resources to 
implement the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) is necessary.  
 
Thus, we request that the office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights and the Independent 
Expert on minorities call upon the UN system and all relevant bodies to recognize, implement and 
monitor the rights of the Irob and Kunama as definitive minorities.   
 
Hence, GSTS call on the United Nations, in particular the Working Group on Minorities and the 
International Community at large, to take their responsibility to protect seriously and take urgent 
action to save the Irob and other minorities endangered as the result of the war on Tigray.  

 

 
Sincerely, 

The Global Society of Tigray Scholars 
and Professionals  
19th January 2022 

CC: 
o H.E. Antony Blinken 

Secretary of State of the United States 
Washington DC 

o H.E. Josep Borrell 
High Representative of the European Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy/Vice-President of the European Commission 
Brussels 

o All UNSC Members  
New York 

o All Members of the UN Human Rights Council and Observer States 
Geneva 

iGSTS is a 501(C) and 33/2011 legally registered non-partisan, not-for-profit, and autonomous Global Knowledge Network of over 3,500 Tigray 
Scholars and Professionals aimed at creating Knowledge-based economy and society in Tigray, and beyond. It stands for academia, 
multidisciplinary and cross sectoral research and applied policy development, human capital development, fostering and advancing science, 
technology, and innovation, technology and knowledge transfer, youth and gender development, migration and displacement, and other 
educational and development related endeavors. It also works in educational advocacy and collaborates with various stakeholders towards 
promoting peace, good governance, human rights, and humanitarian activities. 

                                                 

https://www.globalr2p.org/what-is-r2p/

