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About us

HaqCheck is a local and multilingual fact-checking project based in Ethiopia. It was formed inside
Addis Zeybe’s newsroom in November 2020, now Inform Africa’s Counter Disinformation Project -
dedicated to verifying media contents from social to the mainstream. HaqCheck works in
collaboration with media outlets to monitor and fact-check media contents in English and four
local languages (Amharic, Afaan Oromo, Tigrigna, and Somali).

Since its establishment, HaqCheck has been fact-checking different issues in the Ethiopian media
landscape, preparing weekly summaries, monthly trend analyses, and conducting research in
collaboration with different organizations and media institutes.
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Annual Report on Disinformation in Ethiopia
The Ethiopian social media landscape was evolving faster than you can refresh your page in 2021.
It was rife with controversies, disinformation and organized social media campaigns, mostly due
to major political events that took place within that time. The war that broke out at the end of 2020
between forces loyal to the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) and the Ethiopian federal
government exacerbated propaganda campaigns targeting both locals and the international
community.

Furthermore, cross border conflicts, the 2021 sixth general election and other issues aggravated
circulation of disinformation in 2021.

This report analyzes the causes and the major actors and in the dissemination of dis/mis
information along with the platforms widely used by them. In addition to that, the tactics used by
those perpetrators to deceive and manipulate their consumers are covered in-depth.

The report also covers the evolving trend of disinformation throughout the year.

Issues that intensify disinformation dissemination

There have been mainly three causes behind the disinformation dissemination in the Ethiopian
social media landscape toward the end of 2021. These were the war between the federal
government and TPLF forces, border conflict between Ethiopia and Sudan, and the sixth general
election held in June 2021.

The armed conflict between the federal government and TPLF forces

The war that broke out in October 2020 between forces loyal to the TPLF and the federal
government unleashed waves of disinformation. The fabrication and circulation of false
information has targeted both the general public and the international community.

As part of the war, massive propaganda content from both belligerents was disseminated all over
social media.

HaqCheck fact-checked many claims related to the armed conflict between the federal
government and rebel forces, particularly the TPLF and Oromo Liberation Army (OLA).

Social media platforms were particularly flooded with false and controversial claims that used
fabricated images. For instance, many claims appeared on social media regarding the Mai Kadra
massacre immediately after news broke on the incident in early November. On 11 December 2020
a Facebook post emerged sharing an image that shows men who handle choppers and billhooks
in their hands. The post claimed that the people in the image were responsible for the Mai Kadra
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massacre.

However, the picture was not of the incident in Mai Kadra, in which over 600 people were killed.
The picture was published for the first time on Twitter on 10 July 2020. The original image was
posted, along four others, with a text that read,‘#Justice for Oromo people in [the] Empire of
Ethiopia? #AbiyMustGo.’ The post was announced to be FALSE by HaqCheck at that time.

There have been many similar issues involving the conflict. There have been claims of heavy
humanitarian atrocities and massacres, massive lootings, destruction of infrastructural facilities
and so on.

The claims of la infrastructural demolitions were supported with false images. A Facebook post
on 7 Dec 2020 shared an image and claimed the Ethiopian National Defense Forces (ENDF) was
destroying infrastructure in Tigray Regional State.
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The image was first posted by Indian Ocean Newsletter on 7 May 2011 showing the conflict
between Ethiopia and Eritrea during the Ethio-Eritrea war.

Border dispute between Ethiopia and Sudan

The border conflict between Ethiopia and Sudan was another factor behind the waves of
disinformation trends on social media platforms. Many false claims regarding the border dispute
and related military engagements and developments around the border fronts were found and
fact-checked. There were claims that the Sudanese army was encroaching in Ethiopian territory,
controlling and plundering development facilities; one post even claimed they had taken control of
the West Gondar Zone, in Amhara Regional State.

On 7 February 2021, a Facebook post claimed according to the Sudan News Agency
(SUNA),Sudan had started education in Arabic in the territories recently restored from Ethiopian
armed forces (Gonder). It went on to add that the Sudanese were building mosques and hospitals
in the area.

The same account on 6 February 2021 shared images with the claim that the Sudanese army had
seized Armachiho and 1,800 people had been displaced from the area as a result. However, the
Sudan News Agency had not reported the start of education in Arabic in the claimed territories
near Gonder nor on building mosques and hospitals in the area.

5

https://tesfanews.wordpress.com/2011/05/07/...
https://addiszeybe.com/featured/haqcheck/factchecking/does-the-images-show-the-sudanese-army-reaching-western-gonder
https://suna-sd.net/en
https://www.facebook.com/solomon.tekaligne/posts/1587371644795301


Annual report on disinformation in Ethiopia

The posts used false images in a bid to support the claim. In the above posts, the images were
found to be taken from another time and didn;t support the claims. The first image was initially
published by

Al Jazeera on 18 June 2019 and shows Sudan Rapid Support Forces (RSF) guarding Lt. General
Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo, the deputy head of the military council during a meeting that took
place in Khartoum on the same day. The second image was posted on the Getty Images website
first on 14 January 2020; it shows Sudanese soldiers blocking roads in Khartoum during a protest.

There were claims that Sudanese troops had been destroying industrial premises in west Gondar.
On 24 March 2021, a Facebook post shared an image that shows fire and explosion with the claim
that Sudanese troops had destroyed an agro-industry site with fire in Gondar. The text written in
Amharic read, ‘Breaking news: the Sudanese army has advanced 60km to Western Gondar and
destroyed an agro-processing factory. The invading Sudanese army is looting and destroying our
peoples’ properties and wealth. Unless a solution is found for this invading force, it is marching to
central Gondar. Since it attacked the Amhara special [police] force yesterday, the area is filled with
tension...”
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The post used a false image to prove the claim. The image was taken from a video by Reuters that
shows fire destroying thousands of homes in the Rohingya refugee camp in southern Bangladesh
on 22 March 2021.

There have even been many claims that Egyptian troops were being deployed along the
Ethio-Sudan borders backing the Sudanese army. On 20 January 2021 a Facebook post emerged
sharing an image that showed soldiers in numerous military vehicles with the claim that 5,000
Egyptian troops had come to Sudan and since deployed to border areas.

But the post used a false image to support its claim. The image was first posted on Ahram Online
on 14 February 2018 and shows a military operation in the Sinai desert against terrorists and
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criminal cliques. Ahram Online borrowed the image from Egypt’s Ministry of Defense.

The 2021 Ethiopian general national elections

Amid the 2021 Ethiopian national general elections, disinformation circulated across social media
spectrums. One of the attention-grabbing posts was an allegedly leaked audio of the Ethiopian
Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed (PhD). The audio quickly became viral on social media platforms,
particularly on Facebook and YouTube. Kello Media released the audio with English subtitles on 31
May 2021. The audio had subtitles that read “... I would rather die than hand over power to them.
We will take action. The taskforce we established has already commenced the work. As a result,
there will be a high level of death and bloodshed. Regardless, I can tell you this with certainty and
there is no doubt or mystery about it: we have won the election, we have won it easily.”

The Prime Minister’s Office instantly issued a strong rebuttal on Facebook describing the segment
as a ‘fake audio compilation’. The statement said that the file had put together different remarks
made by the Prime Minister and edited it into one compilation. Prosperity Party also issued a
statement on Facebook on 1 June 2021stating that the file was not real and had been fabricated
to mislead the public.

The audio clip contains many words and phrases from a previous speech by Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed (PhD) during a Prosperity Party executive committee meeting held on 22 April 2021.

The disputed audio has 174 words in total. This file comprises 66 words, eight phrases, and three
sentences from the video clip of the Prime Minister’s April 22 meeting, first published on Fana
Television’s YouTube channel.

However, due to lack of instant fact-checking and verification tools and technologies for videos
and audios, HaqCheck could not conclude whether the claimed-leaked audio clip was fabricated
or authentic.

Internal inter-communal conflicts

Internal rethnic and communal conflicts were issues that attracted false social media information
during the year. HaqCheck tracked and debunked these false claims. On 22 Dec 2020 a tweet
emerged posting three images showing a man and traditional weapons. The post claimed that
the weapons were found in the house of the administrator for Dibate woreda, located in Metekel
Zone, Benishangul Gumuz Regional State. The tweet claimed that the weapons, intended for
attacking Amharas in the area, were found following a raid.
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Both images in the tweet were false. The first image that depicts billhooks was first published in a
Facebook post by the Ethiopian Broadcasting Corporation on 21 September 2019 with information
that 2,765 weapons were seized in Debre Birhan. The weapons were seized from a vehicle on the
way from Dessie to Addis Ababa. The second image was first published on 26 November 2020 on
Facebook by account name ‘Debre Markos ዴንማርክ’ with the claim that the weapons were found in
the house of a wealthy man involved in mass killings in Chagni.

The Afar-Issa conflict in the Afar-Somali borders has also been a factor for false information
fabrication and circulation. The inter-communal conflict sometimes transcends into armed
clashes between Afar and Somali region armed forces.

On 28 December 2020 a Facebook post by Afmeer tv. - a page with 224,661 followers - posted an
image showing a military single-cabin pickup vehicle and troops. It claimed that the Somali special
police force and Afar regional forces were in a fierce fight along the border near Sitti [formerly
known as Shinile Zone]. According to the post, Afar regional forces sustained heavy losses.
Furthermore, it claimed that three civilian Somalis were killed and two injured.
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However, the image was taken from another previous post and did not represent a conflict
between the two regional states at that time. It was first posted on Facebook on 4 May 2019 with
an accompanying text on the ongoing conflict between the regional forces.
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Actors in the disinformation process

Nowadays it has become difficult to distinguish between accurate and false information. Media
outlets are producing content that can get more views, and the audience is taking in the
information provided without question.

This information transferred can be created intentionally to mislead, claiming to be credible when,
in reality, it is not.

Sometimes, other actors play a role as an agitator in which they urge their followers to protest
resulting in mass destruction.

Disinformation/misinformation can be transferred through different methods.

While everyone can be the actor in disseminating the disinformation process, some play an active
role.

These information disorders can be caused by poor journalism techniques, political influence, and
financial gain (lobbyist). HaqCheck has outlined the actors in the disinformation/misinformation
process below.

Activists

With the current ongoing war in the northern part of Ethiopia, social media has become an open
sphere for different activists to disseminate disinformation and  escalate the conflict.

Among the disinformation touted by different activists, one took place on 5 Nov 2021. In a
Facebook post, an activist claimed the embracing armed men in an accompanying image were
soldiers of the Oromo Liberation Army (OLA) and Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), which
later rebranded itself as the Tigray Defense Forces (TDF).

However, HaqCheck looked into the image and confirmed that the picture posted did not, in fact,
show OLA and TPLF soldiers hugging one another. HaqCheck declared  the post to be False.
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Political parties

Political parties were one of the major actors in the disinformation process. One of the claims
cross-checked by HaqCheck is presented below.

A verified Facebook page named Tigray People's Liberation Front/TPLF/ shared a post claiming
that, “The Hero Tigray Army downed a military helicopter and burned it this morning in Mile front…”
and posted an image supporting the claim; a burning helicopter. However, the HaqCheck team
confirmed that the image doesn’t show a Helicopter downed due to the recent war and found it to
be FALSE.
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Local and foreign media
Throughout the ongoing war in Ethiopia, both local and foreign media have been publishing
altered and manipulated content on their media outlets.

Among the many examples, a local media house - Tigray Television - posted a news video on 9
Nov 2021, captioned, ‘today in Wollo district, fascist leader Abiy Ahmed conducted an airstrike
using drones. iCivilians injured by the attack.”

The video footage was taken from an incident which happened in Freetown, Sierra Leone. The
video shows an explosion that happened near a petroleum station. HaqCheck analyzed and
pronounced it as False.

Various foreign media outlets have also been using incorrect images on their platforms, and
disinforming audiences. One foreign media outlet , which was using a wrong image to support
their narrative was the website Egypt Today. The portal published a news video entitled, ‘Tigray
activist claims locals welcome TPLF, labels Abiy Ahmed’s policies “childish”’, alongside an image
supposedly  supporting the story.

The image shows armed soldiers on a battlefield, considered to be Tigrean forces according to the
narrative of the story. However, the image used to support the narrative was False due to its
inaccurate use of pictures.
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Social media influencers and bloggers

The growing use of Social Media has created a space to air different opinions, thus allowing for
easier dissemination of disinformation.

On 22 Oct 2021, a Facebook account with more than 119,424 followers published a photo with an
Amharic description that read, ‘Dessie Now’. Taking into consideration the identity behind the
account and the comments to the post, the message implied  that TPLF has controlled the city.

However, the image was not taken during the time implied and was pronounced False.
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The claims made by social media influencers have a high tendency to be easily accepted as true
by their followers.

On 24 Mar 2021, Facebook blogger Abebe Gobeze shared an image that showed fire and
explosion with a corresponding claim that Sudanese army troops destroyed an agro-industry with
fire in Gondar. The text written in Amharic read, ‘Breaking news: the Sudanese army has advanced
60km to western Gondar and destroyed an agro-processing factory. The invading Sudanese army
is looting and destroying our peoples’ properties and wealth.

Unless a solution is found for this invading force, it is marching to central Gondar. Since it
attacked the Amhara special [police] force yesterday, the area is filled with tension...”

However, HaqCheck interrogated the claim and confirmed the image below didn’t show the
Sudanese army destroying an agro-processing factory in Western Gondar.

Youtubers

According to a 2021 statistics, YouTube has more than two billion active users around the world,
making it one of the platforms through which disinformation is transferred.

On 13 Dec 2021, a YouTube channel named African Insider posted a video captioned, ‘How armed
drones helped turn the tide in Ethiopia’s war’. However, HaqCheck investigated one of the video
footage and pronounced it as False.
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On 16 Sep 2021, a video published on a YouTube channel, a website, and a Facebook page with
more than 484,277 followers claimed to show, “Soldiers and Teddy Afro in an amazing video”,
stating that the vocalist had surprised the army with his presence.

However, the video in the Facebook post doesn’t show Teddy Afro entertaining cadets at Tolay
Military Training Center as claimed, and the post was found to be False.
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Scammers

Scammers are using social media as a tool for deception. Nowadays, the number of scammers is
increasing dramatically and getting more attention.

HaqCheck came across a message circulating in the name of the Commercial bank of Ethiopia
which read, ‘Commercial Bank of Ethiopia’s 80th-anniversary Celebration”. The post has a link
which leads the reader to an online survey.

The prize offered for filling out the survey, as it is stated on the sites, is 10 thousand Birr.
HaqCheck found the message to be SCAM.
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Tactics and formats of false information circulation

Many tactics are applied to disseminate false information. Manipulating information, using
context to circulate disinformation, using hashtag and social media campaigns, as well as
organized campaigns and social media attacks were seen throughout the year.

Some claims had also appeared in the form of satire. On 30 Dec, 2020, a facebook post shared an
image which claimed to be of an Eritrean troop stealing Tihlo from Adigrat, Tigray Regional State.
The text of the post, written in Tigrinya reads, ‘Breaking news: I saw an Eritrean soldier looting
Tihlo in Adigrat with my eyes…’. Tihlo, a dish made from barley flour, is a traditional food in
Northeastern Tigray and Southern Eritrea. The post became viral on Facebook; 184 users shared it
at the time.

The image used to prove the satirical claim was first published by Nairobi News, a news and
media outlet in Kenya. The man in the image - captured by photographer Evans Habil - is a Kenyan
who rescued his Ugali, aKenyan porridge, from his house while the government was demolishing
illegal houses in Nairobi county. The story of the man published on Nairobi News can be accessed
with the following link.

Therefore, the claim was rated SATIRE at the time by HaqCheck.
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On 5 January 2020, a Facebook post was shared with an image that showed troops in a small
trench alongside food and sleeping materials. The post claimed that Sudanese soldiers have
come with their beds to the forts during the ongoing armed conflict between Ethiopia and Sudan
along the borders.

However, HaqCheck interrogated the claim and confirmed that the image didn’t show this.. The
image was first posted on Facebook on 30 May 2020 stating that armed clashes had erupted
between Ethiopian and Sudanese forces along the bordering territories. Therefore, HaqCheck
rendered the post as SATIRE.

HaqCheck observed various news outlets making misleading headlines in an attempt to come up
with sharper angles to their news articles. Al Jazeera English on 19 August 192021, shared an
article on its Facebook page, entitled ‘Erdoğan offers to mediate an end to Ethiopia’s Tigray
conflict’.
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The post was accompanied by a caption that read, ‘Turkish president meets Ethiopian Prime
Minister Abiy Ahmed but no specific agreements or deals have been announced’. The Facebook
post was shared by over 437 users and received close to 3,000 reactions.

HaqCheck looked into the content in the website and confirmed that the article does not say that
the Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan offered to mediate an end to Ethiopia's Tigray conflict.
It was therefore rated MISLEADING HEADLINE due to the false connection between the post on
Facebook and the article on the website.

The format of the disinformation dissemination observed was mainly in the form of images and
video clips accompanied with texts. Most of the false information fact-checked by HaqCheck was
posted on the social media landscape in the following formats.
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Social media platforms: Facebook, Twitter, Telegram, YouTube

The primary social media platform for the disinformation dissemination in the Ethiopian social
media landscape was Facebook. Twitter, Telegram, and YouTube have also been crucial platforms
for the circulation of false information.

Most of the claims fact-checked by HaqCheck were posted on Facebook. Facebook was one of
the leading platforms for disinformation and other controversial content during the ongoing
armed conflict in Ethiopia. HaqCheck has debunked multiple false claims with intentions of hate
and disinformation for the last 11 months. The platform can reach thousands and millions within
a short period of time. The giant tech company was also accused of disseminating hateful
content, misinformation and fueling political unrest. A whistleblower called Frances Haugen,
former employee of Facebook, accused the company of intentionally amplifying hateful and
disinformation content and fanning ethnic violence in Ethiopia.

However the trend is changing over time. Complicated and organized disinformation campaigns
have been tracked on Twitter, most of the time with no image and at times with images and video
clips.

One of the claims , debunked by HaqCheck, was posted on Twitter, stating that TPLF forces shot
down two military drones in Amhara Regional State. The claim, posted on 26 August 2021, had an
accompanying  false image.
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The first image was taken from an article published on 20 October 2020. The picture shows a
destroyed Turkish unmanned aerial vehicle owned by the defense army of Artsakh
(Nagorno-Karabakh Republic). The picture was confirmed to be taken during the 2020
Nagorno-Karabakh war. The second image used in the claim was first shared on 16 July 2020. The
picture shows a shot down Armenian drone by Azerbaijani forces amid clashes across the
countries’ northern border area.

Recently Telegram has grown to be a major platform for sharing sensitive and false content. It is
safer than Facebook and Twitter for social media content creators to easily share sensitive and
blatantly false content without being threatened with censorship by the tech company. Social
media influencers create Telegram channels and groups to share texts, images, video clips and
other content easily.

For instance fake Telegram channels and fraudulent messages were tracked circulating across
the spectrums of the networking site. In September 2021, posts by Telegram channels, made
posing as accounts representing Abay, Amhara and Commercial Bank of Ethiopia were circulating
on Telegram. All the posts have identical messages offering people attractive prizes on the
condition that they join their channels and share the messages with a number of people.

The posts circulating on the Telegram channels were not representatives of the banks and were
not promoted by the Banks. HaqCheck pronounced them hoaxes.

Haqcheck came across false information published on YouTube targeting the Ethiopia social
media audience.
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A YouTube channel named African Insider, with more than 211 thousand subscribers posted a
video captioned, ‘How armed drones helped turn the tide in Ethiopia’s war’, on 13 Dec 2021. By the
time this article was published the YouTube video had more than 95 thousand views.

The video does not show the Ethiopian government carrying out aerial strikes using armed drones.
First posted on 31 Aug 2017 on ABC News, it was entitled ‘US and allies display military might in
direct response to North Korean missile test’. HaqCheck investigated the video clip and rated
FALSE.
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Evolving trends of the disinformation dissemination

During the initial stage of the war, there was a lot of false information circulating mainly on social
media platforms primarily supported with false or fabricated images.

Social media users shared false images taken from previous posts and without alteration. For
instance, on 14 Dec 2020 a Facebook post was published sharing a picture of a sleeping person
on straw with a claim that a woman was found dead because of starvation due to the ongoing
military operation in Tigray.

The picture was first published on 25 November 2020, on Reddit, an American social news
aggregation, web content rating and discussion website in Nepali.

At the time, the reddit user posted the image with the translated text “In the language of KP Oli [the
current Nepali prime minister], it is a non-national element that is scared to see prosperity in the
country. In the language of KP Oli, this is propaganda that sees the root of development in the
country.” HaqCheck  found the post to be False.

Altering or fabricating false images became a trend later on in the war. Doctored images were
shared across social media sites. A Facebook page on 7 Dec 2020 came out with a claim that the
Ethiopian Federal Police was using a brand new helicopter to search and apprehend TPLF officials
still at large in the Tigray region.
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Original image (left) and doctored image (right).

The picture in the post was altered to include the name and logo of the Federal Police of Ethiopia
contrary to the claim. The image, first published on 2 January 2014, was taken by Korean
photographer Jang SuLee in 2013 and. According to the information provided, the picture was of
a demo flight for the Chamsuri KUH-1P helicopter, widely used by the Korean police.

Over time, this trend evolved into including videos and fabricated documents. The tactics became
increasingly sophisticated over time.

The resort to deep fake video clips has also, similarly, evolved. At the beginning of the previous
year, most of the claims posted on social media were false images and at times video clips taken
from previous publications. They were presented without further editing and fabrication.

The use of Twitter for organized disinformation was recently observed as an emerging trend. The
Twitter campaigns targeting the international community and overseas audiences have employed
hashtag campaigns and influential figures. With this method, the disinformation campaigns have
had global reach, creating controversies and misinforming people at almost every corner of the
world.
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The impact of disinformation

Sometimes misinformation can be generally used to refer to a piece of misleading information
created or disseminated without scathing or manipulative intent, but either of them can cause
problems. However, disinformation is dangerous because it is frequently organized and well
resourced.

Disinformation can sharpen existing socio-cultural divisions using nationalistic, ethnic, racial, and
religious tensions. The impact of disinformation has the tendency to spill over to other parts of
life.

Disinformation can also cause controversy. Two different reflections on the same claim may
create a confusion for the recipient, who finds it difficult to distinguish between the two.

HaqCheck has investigated a variety of different controversies so far. Among them, On 8 Oct 2021
CNN accused Ethiopia Airlines of shuttling weapons to and from Eritrea amid the conflict in
Ethiopia’s Tigray region. Ethiopian Airlines denied transporting weapons to the conflict in Tigray.

The other effect of disinformation is displacement. The other effect of disinformation is conflict
and displacement. Displacement can be defined as a permanent or semi-permanent change of
residence, usually across some type of administrative boundary. Most migrations occur within a
context of socio-economic and political forces that severely constrain options. In Ethiopia the
number of migrants has increased due to the war.

Disinformation might force people to leave their homes, and areas from which they were making a
living. Since disinformation has a great role in escalating conflict, people flee to towns and cities
to seek humanitarian assistance and gain access to essential services.
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Recommendations

Information discrepancy accelerates the spread of disinformation. To minimize its damage,
HaqCheck recommends that the government, and other concerned bodies should provide updates
and allow access to information to the media and the general public.

International media outlets should be responsible during reporting and take into account media
literacy and vulnerability of the Ethiopian social media landscape. Online information
controversies may result in offline harm.

Social media activists and public figures should stop fabricating and circulating unconfirmed
information.

The public should be fed with timely, accurate, and reliable information regarding ongoing
situations. Content creators should stick to basic journalism principles and report accurate
information without any bias, particularly about sensitive issues.

The names of big tech companies and social media networking sites have recently been
associated with spreading false information. We urge large international social media companies
such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Telegram to thwart the ameliorating false information
dissemination on their platforms. They should collaborate with local fact-checking initiatives in
order to effectively verify claims before said claims reaching many people and incite violence.

We advise social media users to be conscious of the origin and intent of unverified information
they read and share with others. They should identify trustable pages and sources to grasp
different issues better. They should try to comprehend the intention and credibility of the posts
and claims.

Deep Fake images and video clips that are tough to fact-check have recently trended across social
media sites. HaqCheck urges social media users to approach outlandish claims backed by images
and video clips with caution.

Elements of scams have also appeared on social media. Social media users should avoid giving
their private information when they receive random messages with automatic links.
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