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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Country background 

Over the last few years, there has been a noticeable increase in the amount of disinformation and misinformation 
cases in Africa. There is however a lack of research evidence that gives a detailed knowledge of disinformation’s 
pathways and consequences on digital rights and democratic actors in Africa. Many governments, including 
Kenya, Burkina Faso, South Africa, and, most recently, Ethiopia, have responded by enacting legal instruments, 
whose provisions criminalize the spread of misinformation, including hate speech.1 In Ethiopia, the government 
enacted the Hate Speech and Disinformation Prevention and Suppression Proclamation n° 1185 in March 2020 
to address hate speech and disinformation particularly on the internet as this “pose[s]” a threat to the country’s 
“social peace, public stability, national unity, and human dignity...”.23

Despite this laudable goal, the Proclamation may accomplish little to alleviate these societal issues, instead 
of restricting freedom of expression, limiting access to information, suffocating the press, and silencing 
dissenting voices3.   The proclamation contains broad definition of “hate speech” and “disinformation” (instead 
of “false information” as in the previous Draft), and provides from criminal penalties for anybody who published, 
disseminated, or even possessed content that fell within the extraordinarily wide criteria of “hate speech” and 
“false information.4

Another critique stated that the Draft Proclamation violated international human rights norms by imposing 
criminal penalties on anybody who published, disseminated, or even possessed content that fell within the 
extraordinarily wide criteria of “hate speech” and “false information.”5   The proclamation was criticized for its 
broad definition of “hate speech” and “disinformation” (instead of “false information” as in the previous Draft)5. A 
prevalent element in the critiques has been concerned about the Hate Expression Law’s disproportionate impact 
on freedom of expression. A stronger system of checks and balances established into the Hate Speech Law, based 
on previous regulatory responses to these concerns, will aid in the restoration of public trust1.

The prevalence of disinformation, has however given grounds to the respective governments to respond with 
excessive measures that are further damaging democracy and human rights on a continent where most countries 
are experiencing a significant democratic regression and utilize a variety of techniques to suppress digital rights. 
The purpose of this report is to understand the nature, perpetrators, strategies, and pathways of disinformation, 
and its effects on democratic actors including civil society, bloggers, government critics, and activists. Further, 
this study will address the adequacy and effectiveness of remedial measures by platforms, as well as government 
responses to disinformation. 

1.2 Approach and Methodology

The research used a combination of qualitative research methodologies, including key informant interviews, 
content analysis and comprehensive literature reviews. To acquire a comprehensive understanding of our 
subject, the selection of key informants attempted to balance the mix of people from diverse professions and 
organizations. These include Human rights defenders, representatives of government agencies, CSOs/digital 
rights advocates, social media activists, bloggers, journalists, fact-checkers, and prominent online personalities, 
etc. we have interviewed twenty key informants, Only one of the twenty key informants we interviewed with was 
a woman; the others were all men. 

An in-depth interview guideline was translated into the local language, Amharic. Informed consent was issued 
before each interview. Face-to-face interviews were conducted according to the agreed-upon timetable. On 
average the interviews lasted 45 minutes. The response of participants was recorded. 

Thematic analysis was carried out using direct content analysis, which allowed for the inclusion of important 

1 Legislating on Hate Speech and Disinformation – Lessons from Ethiopia, https://bit.ly/3utESbl 

2 Hate Speech and Disinformation Prevention and Suppression Proclamation n° 1185/2020 https://chilot.me/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/
HATE-SPEECH-AND-DISINFORMATION-PREVENTION-AND-SUPPRESSION-PROCLAMATION.pdf 

3 Ethiopia’s hate speech and disinformation law: the pros, the cons, and a mystery, https://www.accessnow.org/ethiopias-hate-speech-and-
disinformation-law-the-pros-the-cons-and-a-mystery/  

4 Ethiopia’s New Hate Speech and Disinformation Law Weighs Heavily on Social Media Users and Internet Intermediaries, https://cipesa.
org/2020/07/ethiopias-new-hate-speech-and-disinformation-law-weighs-heavily-on-social-media-users-and-internet-intermediaries/ 

5 Ethiopia: Hate speech and disinformation law must not be used to suppress the criticism of the Government, https://www.article19.org/
resources/ethiopia-hate-speech-and-disinformation-law-must-not-be-used-to-supress-the-criticism-of-the-government/
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concepts from the research questions as initial coding categories. Each interview was recorded and transcribed 
into text form. In addition, the transcribed data was translated and coded followed by data familiarization. The 
data was then organized into categories and themes. After that, each theme was given an interpretation and 
analysis. In addition, a literature review was conducted on the subject, which included news articles, reports 
from fact-checking organizations, and other sources, in order to gain a comprehensive grasp of the matter and 
to back up our results.

2. MANIFESTATIONS OF DISINFORMATION 
In Ethiopia, disinformation, misinformation, and general information disorder are more pronounced than ever. 
Given the broad and large-scale conflict that erupted on November 3 2020, between the regional government 
of Tigray and the Federal Government of Ethiopia, the Ethiopian media ecosystem, particularly online, has been 
observed to feature a great deal of misinformation. The participants of the study unequivocally disclosed that 
disinformation is currently increasing in both nature and frequency, which is exacerbated by the country’s 
ongoing conflict6. Disinformation manifests itself in various subjects, under various themes and tactics. 

2.1 The subjects disinformation relates to 

All of the key informants mentioned that Ethiopian disinformation is primarily related to three important topics: 
internal conflict and politics are at the top of the list, followed by cross-border conflict and health-related 
disinformation.  

“I believe disinformation in Ethiopia is primarily focused on internal conflict and politics. Internal disputes occur 
wherever politics is mismanaged. And those who disseminate incorrect information take advantage of the opportunity 
to exaggerate and create misleading narratives. As a result, when it comes to disinformation politics and internal 
conflict, they are inextricably linked and take precedence.” (Respondent 1) 

We have also reviewed the disinformation trend analysis 2021 July, August, September, October, and November 
from HaqCheck, a local and multilingual fact-checking initiative in Ethiopia dedicated to verifying media contents 
from social to mainstream.

Out of nine issues verified by HaqCheck in July, eight were disinformation relating to internal conflict, primarily 
the dispute between the government and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front, and two out of the eight were 
manufactured by international media outlets such as the New York Times and Amnesty International7. Thus, the 
spread of disinformation on social media is not limited to local media but also includes international outlets. In 
August, four of the five major misinformation items refuted by HaqCheck in their monthly analytical report were 
related to internal conflict. Other information problems, such as misinformation, were also present: submitting 
an error report or mistakes made during reporting accelerate the spread of disinformation8.

Similarly, HaqCheck’s Disinformation trend analysis for September, October, and November found that the 
most common subjects of disinformation and misinformation were mostly tied to internal conflict, with politics 
coming in second9 10 11. 

These findings are in line with the findings of research conducted by the European Institute of Peace in Ethiopia 
on fake news, misinformation, and hate speech, which found that Ethno-nationalisms are the second most 
common issue of disinformation12.

6 Annual report on disinformation trend in Ethiopia (2021) 
https://informafrica.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/HaqCheck-Annual-Report-2021.pdf 

7  July: Disinformation Trend In Ethiopia, https://addiszeybe.com/featured/haqcheck/factchecking/analysis/july-disinforma-
tion-trend-in-ethiopia 

8  August: Disinformation Trend Analysis, https://www.ethiopiainfohub.net/document/august-disinformation-trend-analysis/ 

9 The major misinformative contents in September, https://addiszeybe.com/featured/haqcheck/analysis/the-major-misinformative-con-
tents-in-september 

10 October: Disinformation Trend Report, https://www.ethiopiainfohub.net/document/october-disinformation-trend-report/  

11 November: Monthly information disorder summary, https://addiszeybe.com/featured/haqcheck/reports/november-monthly-informa-
tion-disorder-summary 

12  Fake News, Misinformation and Hate Speech in Ethiopia, https://www.eip.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Fake-News-Misinformation-
and-Hate-Speech-in-Ethiopia.pdf 
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2.2 Formats of  disinformation contents

According to our respondents, the most prevalent format in which disinformation content appears in Ethiopian 
social media is manipulated images/photos with a short caption, texts only, and videos, with the most popular 
being a combination of images and a short text.

Image/ Photo with a caption 

Image/photo manipulation is the first type in which 
misinformation content takes place. Since visuals are 
more engaging and do not require much literacy or time 
to read. Most of our respondents reported that images 
with a short caption are the most common formats 
of disinformation. The participant’s verbal description 
regarding formats of disinformation is explained as 
follows:

“It is usually photo manipulation. Since most people have 
low media literacy they easily fall for it. Videos are not 
viewed by most people because of limited internet access. 
So it is primarily photos with text.” (Respondent-2). 

“The most common format they use is largely photos with 
a small amount of text. They use Photoshop to manipulate 
old photos, such as photos from another country showing 
events that occurred a long time ago, to make it appear as if 
the event occurred recently in our country.” (Respondent-3). 

The following illustrative example was taken from 
HaqCheck which shows false image being used. A 
Facebook page with more than 240 thousand followers 
shared a post reporting that “18 trucks that were 
transporting thousands of TPLF forces heading to Afar 
were destroyed by the Ethiopian Air Forces. However, the post is rated as False due to its inexact use of images to 
support the claim. Haqcheck has used a google reverse image search to validate the claim and it was found that 
the image was taken from a 30 second video shared by the New York Times in February 13, 202113.

Text 

The second most frequently reported format of disinformation is text. On social media, notably on Facebook, 
disinformation content can be found in the form of texts. Because of the widespread use of social media and 
its simple accessibility, it has become easier for people to spread false information to the broader population. 

The following screenshot shows a viral false claim posted on Facebook on 22 March 2021. The post claimed 
that the European Union (EU) has sanctioned higher Eritrean officials due to human rights violations during the 
ongoing armed conflict in Ethiopia’s Tigray regional state. HaqCheck debunked the post and confirmed that the 
EU sanctioned the Eritrean official, along with other countries’ officials for ‘domestic human rights violations, not 
for claimed violations in other countries13.

Video 

The use of videos is the third most commonly stated format of disinformation. One of the reasons why videos 
are less popular than the other formats was that watching a video uses more internet data. It reaches a larger 
number of people but not as many as the other formats. Furthermore, manipulating images is far easier than 
manipulating videos. 

This is also supported by HaqCheck’s disinformation trend analysis which shows false video in the third common 
format of disinformation. One relevant example which was mentioned by some of our respondents and also 

13 False: the image doesn’t show 18 destroyed trucks by the Ethiopian Air Force, https://addiszeybe.com/featured/haqcheck/factchecking/
false-the-image-doesn-t-show-18-destroyed-trucks-by-the-ethiopian-air-force 

13 Did the European Union sanction the Eritrean official due to human rights abuses in Tigray?, https://addiszeybe.com/featured/haqcheck/
factchecking/did-the-european-union-sanction-the-eritrean-official-due-to-human-rights-abuses-in-tigray
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verified by HaqCheck was a video claiming to portray a combat operation between Afar “heroes” and EPRDF 
soldiers fighting TPLF forces. However, a reverse image search eventually revealed that the footage was captured 
during a conflict between the Saudi-led military and Yemeni forces in the Jizan axis near Saudi Arabia’s border14. 

2.3 Tactics of disinformation 

The research shows that the common tactics or techniques used in disinformation were political astroturfing, 
which refers to a centrally coordinated disinformation campaign in which participants pretend to be ordinary 
citizens acting independently15, and mass sharing/circulation. 

Political astroturfing 

Ethiopia has been experiencing political transition and related instability for the past three years thus the 
disinformation trend was mainly revolving around politics and conflict. According to the information elicited 
from the participants, the current conflict in Ethiopia and how much disinformation is dominating social media 
was mostly explained as being coordinated and organized as a campaign. Those that propagate disinformation 
about a particular issue may appear to be ordinary citizens operating on their own, but they are actually part of 
a group with a political agenda.

A participant articulated the situation as follows, citing a specific incident that occurred around the interview 
period.

“The first, I believe, is organized campaigns. For example, starting a hashtag campaign by fabricating a false narrative; 
last week, an air attack occurred in Tigray, and government supporters claimed that the target was TPLF war facilities. 
Supporters of the TPLF, on the other hand, said it happened in civilian homes. To reach the international population, 
they identify notable persons and organizations, use hashtags, and manipulate content.” (Respondent - 4) 

Mass sharing 

The information received from the participants suggested that mass sharing is another technique of disseminating 
inaccurate information. When a piece of information is widely circulated and becomes a trend, the likelihood of 
it being believed increases, and mass sharing plays a significant role in increasing the information’s reachability. 
The following participant explained the scenario as follows:

“We notice it in a coordinated manner. Similar components have been integrated and disseminated widely. This 
will necessitate the creation of numerous new accounts. Many have been made, particularly since the war began.” 
(Respondent - 5) 

3. PERPETRATORS OF DISINFORMATION IN ETHIOPIA 
3.1 Disinformation actors

There are several groups with various interests. We classified the perpetrators of disinformation according to 
who they are and what motivates them16. It is worth noting that these groups and subgroups are not mutually 
exclusive. 

The actors of disinformation are divided into the following categories based on their identities.

Organized groups affiliated (linked) with political groupings, either with the TPLF or the government, 

• Media houses either international or local 

• Social activists, 

• Civil persons, and

• Non-state actors

14 The major misinformative contents in September, https://addiszeybe.com/featured/haqcheck/analysis/the-major-misinformative-con-
tents-in-september 

15 Political Astroturfing on Twitter: How to Coordinate a Disinformation Campaign, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/105846
09.2019.1661888 

16 Annual report of disinformation trend in Ethiopia (2021) https://informafrica.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/HaqCheck-Annual 
Report-2021.pdf 
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Government departments, officials, and ruling party supporters often engage in disinformation campaigns 
directly or indirectly, and contribute to the spread of misinformation by neglecting to give timely information or 
making reporting errors. Respondents say, “When disinformation is not cleared out, and the responsible body fails 
to provide the truth, people will believe the misinformation because there is no counter-information. This is how the 
government side is involved in the spread of disinformation.” (Respondent- 2. In addition, another participant noted: 
“The government is often involved indirectly. And its involvement is based on the premise that it is to clear up the 
mess of disinformation and hate speech already out there but we have seen it causing problems. I don’t think some of 
them are aware of the risks involved in their speeches. Sometimes we see people who claim to be correcting mistakes 
but they end up making even graver mistakes. Other times they are exposed to minor issues that they never thought 
would resurface. Thirdly, due to misunderstanding of nuances we see them making errors that are transmitted on 
mainstream media.” (Respondent- 20). Sometimes, a scenario like this one occurs: “For example, on the Prosperity 
Party’s page (the governing party), they mentioned a bridge that had been destroyed before removing it. It was a 
photograph that they had obtained from another country. This type of information is frequently found on official 
websites. Officials occasionally answer queries hastily, revealing their lack of responsibility. There is also a wide array of 
inaccurate information from the opposition groups.” (Respondent- 19)

Opposition groups, activists, and non-state entities all play a key role in Ethiopia’s current disinformation 
campaign. The following participant described the situation as follows:

“The emerging trend is for Western media and commentators to claim to be participants in the conflict by claiming 
to know about Ethiopia. Rashid Abdi, for example, often distributes misinformation on Twitter before deleting it. He 
says one thing today and then deletes it when he is proven wrong, but screenshots are taken. Alex de Waal is a TPLF 
supporter who frequently appears on BBC Africa and publishes commentary, but the claims have not been verified.” 
(Respondent- 19) 

HaqCheck debunked false information by international media outlets. Al Jazeera English  shared an article on its 
Facebook page titled ‘Erdoğan offers to mediate an end to Ethiopia’s Tigray conflict’ on August 19, 2021. However, 
the article published on the website does not say that the Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdogan did offer to 
mediate an end to Ethiopia’s Tigray conflict. Therefore, the Facebook post was rated MISLEADING HEADLINE due 
to the false connection between the post on Facebook and the article on the website15.

When it comes to how opposition parties and other actors engage in disinformation in Ethiopia, there have 
been numerous examples with their impact readily visible. One relevant example which was mentioned by some 
of our respondents and also verified by HaqCheck was when  ‘Tigray People’s Liberation Front/TPLF/’ verified 
Facebook page shared a post claiming that “The Hero Tigray Army downed a military helicopter and burned it 
this morning in Mile front...”. An image attached to the post, to support the claim, shows a burning helicopter. 
However, the HaqCheck could confirm that the image doesn’t show a Helicopter downed due to the recent war 
and rated it FALSE. A reverse image search of the pictures proved that the image was taken from the post by “The 
Time” on October 23, 2016, in an article entitled “I was blown up and trapped by Isis guns”. 

Other people use anonymous accounts, some assume the identities of well-known politicians, journalists, or 
activists, and some people use their own accounts (without hiding their identity). These scenarios are discussed 
as follows: “It used to be fake pages and accounts posing as notable personalities, celebrities, and government officials, 
claiming to be from various ethnic groups. However, once the conflict began, even influential figures began spreading 
false information.” (Respondent- 15). Another case describes “an account of this woman who presented herself as 
Oromo and insulted Amharas and Tigrayans harshly, then at some point she became Amhara then again she changed 
her picture and came back as a Tigrayan and started using derogatory terms against Oromos and Amharas. They can 
change their identities many times; we don’t know what it is.” (Respondent- 13)

15 Did the Turkish President offer to mediate an end to the Tigray conflict?, https://addiszeybe.com/featured/
haqcheck/factchecking/did-the-turkish-president-offer-to-mediate-an-end-to-the-tigray-conflict

Because each of these disinformation actors has their motive for being involved, their motivation or incentive 
allows for a more thorough classification. The study’s findings showed that there are diverse groups with various 
motives and that these groups and subgroups are not mutually exclusive. The driving motives or incentives are 
categorized as follows. 
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3.2 Driving motives of disinformation

political interest (political  gain)

The majority of our respondents stated that the main motivator for people or groups engaging in disinformation 
is political gain. In connection to this idea, one of the participants of the study said:

“Their primary motivator is their political interest. Politicians or those supported by political organizations are 
the biggest perpetrators of disinformation because they want to promote their ideas. As a result, the principal 
actors are various organized political movements and groupings. Another agent is advocacy groups for political 
change.”(Respondent - 6) 

“Disinformation dissemination in Ethiopia is based on political leanings. People who closely follow and lead political 
organizations are the ones who are spreading it the most. Government officials have recently become involved in this, 
but I believe opposition parties are disseminating a great deal of false information both inside and outside the country. 
They disseminate such disinformation in order to achieve political gain, win popularity, and maintain power. A lack 
of proper governance can sometimes contribute to the spread of misinformation and hate speech.” (Respondent - 7) 

The above reflections show that whether it is opposition parties, the government, or other groups, their political 
interests are the motivating cause for their involvement in disinformation. Sometimes, disinformation occurs 
as an organized campaign by or with political actors. One of the study’s participants explained the pattern as 
follows: “There is a very clear and noticeable pattern, particularly among coordinated TPLF sympathizers, to cite 
a specific example. The ‘Tigray Genocide’ campaign was launched in the early days of the war, almost as if it had 
been drafted and planned even before the war began.” (Respondent- 16). Another participant pointed out to the 
disinformation wave linked with elections, and the one that reached its peak along with war: “The war is also 
about disinformation. For example, there have been campaigns to assert ‘Tigray Genocide’ they were countered 
with campaigns like ‘TPLF is the Cause’.” (Respondent- 18). Another respondent admitted that with disinformation, 
political parties “are running a campaign to replicate what they believe will benefit their interests. They will Like, Share, 
and Reproduce something if they think it promotes their interests. It has a social influence because of this. And these 
individuals will not stay a minority; instead, they will lead the general public astray.” (Respondent- 17).

Financial gain 

The key participants in disinformation are those with a financial stake in the outcome, and they will go to any 
length to achieve their objective. Because they will invest appropriately in terms of money, human resources, 
time, and dedication, their disinformation will have an impact. In addition, others who are paid will likewise be 
willing to do the task for the money. The following are the categories of financial-interested disinformation actors:

conflict entrepreneurs

The study’s findings suggested that conflict entrepreneurs are most likely participating in Ethiopia’s current 
disinformation trend. A group or individual who promotes conflict for profit is defined as a conflict entrepreneur17. 
They can be both international and local groups or individuals who benefit from the conflict economically. One 
of our key informants described the situation as follows: 

“In the current conditions in our nation, there are undoubtedly conflict entrepreneurs; it is inconceivable to believe that 
they do not have a stake in this; it is primarily them that we enrich during armed conflicts.” (Respondent - 8)

“Unless it is a matter of intensity, there are multiple actors. But instigators are primarily Conflict entrepreneurs. I believe 
that there are actors in Ethiopia and outside who profit off political conflict and whose wellbeing is highly dependent 
on these conflicts.”  (Respondent - 9)

paid groups/ social activists 

The majority of our respondents indicated that there are hired social media activists that appear to care about 
the community but have a monetary objective. Though no names have been mentioned, it is widely agreed 
that there are activists who are paid to manipulate or mislead public opinion on specific issues, particularly by 
leveraging ethnicity.

Social media monetizers 

Another group engaging in disinformation, misinformation, or general information disorder is social media 
monetizers, particularly using platforms that pay depending on viewership, such as YouTube. Explaining this 

17 Conflict Entrepreneur Law and Legal Definition, https://bit.ly/3L9AGn5 
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issue, one of the participants of the study said:

“Based on my work, what I have seen is that those on YouTube are interested in increased viewership for business 
purposes; they choose controversial and sharp titles and thumbnails that are often different from the content of the 
video.” (Respondent - 10)

Ethnic nationalists 

Though it is uncertain if these ethnic nationalists are truly representing their people or simply utilizing their 
voices for fame and notoriety, they are the driving force behind the disinformation because they use ethnicity, 
which is a highly sensitive topic. The following participant expressed the following viewpoint:

“When a person is well-known and declares themselves to be a guardian for their ethnic group, whether they offer 
accurate or misleading information, they have already established a position in people’s minds and are more likely to 
be believed. Thus, because ethnic issues are sensitive and can push people to take action, they can initiate and guide 
people into unnecessary actions and inoculate false beliefs.” (Respondent -11)

Geo-political interest 

It has been claimed that actors with geopolitical interests are involved in the disinformation campaign in 
Ethiopia, which is mostly focused on conflict and politics. One of the study’s participants expressed his opinion 
on this subject as follows:

“There are actors that are interested in geopolitics. One of the tools used by Global powers to push their interests in 
East Africa is the influence they have over the information supply. There are also state and non-state actors that have 
political interests in our government’s relation with Eritrea, the Red Sea, and the Indian Ocean; they are showing their 
clear interests. So it is not so surprising if they play an active role to aid conflict entrepreneurs when their interests are 
not met.” (Respondent - 12)    

4. PATHWAYS OF DISINFORMATION 
This section addresses the routes that disinformation takes to reach the general public, including the channels 
or platforms through which it surfaces, the platforms on which it becomes viral, and other relevant subjects. Our 
key informants regularly identified Facebook, YouTube, Telegram, and other messaging apps, as well as Twitter, as 
channels where disinformation is spread. 

Every participant mentioned Facebook as the most common platform from which disinformation surfaces in 
Ethiopia. In another research social media was found to be responsible for 73 percent of the incidents. Just around 
80% of these appeared to have originated on Facebook18. These findings support our results. It is estimated that 
there are around 7 million Facebook users in Ethiopia.19 The main reason for the high number of Facebook users 
compared to other social media platforms in the nation can be explained by its simplicity of use, convenience, 
and low data rates, and the ability to tag and share with many people. Therefore the aforementioned factors 
create a fertile ground for disinformation to attain virality on Facebook. In addition to these characteristics, 
the nature of the disinformation or subject impacts its virality, and in our situation, subjects relating to politics, 
ethnicity, internal strife, and religion have been observed to be the most exaggerated on social media. 

Next to Facebook, the common social media channels where misinformation surfaces, according to our 
respondents, are YouTube and Twitter. The respondents stated that the majority of elderly citizens acquire 
their news from YouTube, implying that the misinformation that circulates on YouTube reaches this audience. 
While Twitter has grown in popularity, with many hashtags and political campaigns sprouting on the platform. 
According to our results, these are the three main platforms where disinformation is most regularly spread in 
Ethiopia.

Disinformation can also be spread using messaging apps, most commonly telegram which is widely used in 
Ethiopia however, due to the security and privacy of these apps, such as the presence of end-to-end encryption, 
how much disinformation is spread through these platforms cannot be tracked. An article on PBS News Hours 
regarding messaging apps and misinformation mentioned that Telegram, Kakao in South Korea, WeChat in China, 
and the most popular–WhatsApp–have proved more difficult to monitor because they offer private, sometimes 

18 Fake News, Misinformation and Hate Speech in Ethiopia, https://www.eip.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Fake-News-Misinformation-
and-Hate-Speech-in-Ethiopia.pdf 

19  Facebook users in Ethiopia, https://napoleoncat.com/stats/facebook-users-in-ethiopia/2021/01/ 
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encrypted, communications between individuals or small groups–away from the eyes of fact-checkers and 
watchdogs. Often, it is the desire for anonymity that drives people to use these types of messaging apps20.

The utilization of a single platform by the perpetrators is uncommon; instead, they use a variety of platforms. 
Facebook with YouTube and Facebook with Telegram is the most popular platform diversifications. In connection 
to this idea, one of the participants of the study said:  

“Those who disseminate disinformation, in my opinion, use a variety of platforms to do so. For instance, the majority 
of people combine Facebook with YouTube. Those that propagate misinformation and have a large audience 
advertise on Facebook so that their videos can be noticed on YouTube. In the same way, Facebook and Telegram are 
linked.”(Respondent- 3) 

Platform diversification is acknowledged to contribute to the transmission of disinformation between online 
platforms, but how it spreads from online to offline networks is by rumor or word of mouth and it is difficult to 
assess or estimate its scale and reach. Secondhand information users play an important part here because when 
they hear information from someone who uses social media, they are more likely to trust it and distribute it to 
their surroundings. One of the study’s participants discussed the issue as follows:

“In Ethiopia, there are only 7 million people who use Facebook; the vast majority do not. As a result, they rely on word 
of mouth from online social media users to obtain information.” (Respondent- 13) 

“This is something that many people are puzzled by. Although our country has a small number of social media users 
(less than 10%), disinformation is widespread. This demonstrates that disinformation spreads faster from online to 
offline networks, which can be mitigated by increasing people’s media literacy through various mechanisms. It also 
shows the weakness of our mainstream media.” (Respondent- 1). 

Moreover, there is evidence of repeat offenders, since a few individuals or groups have anonymous accounts 
or pages that regularly publish misleading content: “I’ve fact-checked some of them four or five times. I’m not sure 
who their owner is, but they have a large following and change their names constantly. For example, there was a page 
I started following in 2017, the name of the account “Gurage post”, but when Jawar and others arrived in Ethiopia 
in 2018, it altered its name to make it appear to be an Oromo page. It was then renamed Tigray 24 as soon as the 
war broke out. And there are so many of them who do this that they change their names but keep their followers; if 
you follow their link, you won’t be able to find them, so you’ll have to go out of your way to find them and monitor 
their activity.” (Respondent- 13). Another participant said: “There are repeat offenders, yes. I’ve noticed a lot, and to 
mention a couple, these pages “ Ethiopian Dj and Finifinie Intercept” have been consistently disseminating misleading 
or inaccurate information.” (Respondent- 1).

The above reflections show how disinformation transmits from online to offline networks, from one channel to 
another, and has an iceberg effect, with a deeper impact. 

5. EFFECTS OF DISINFORMATION ON DEMOCRACY ACTORS
Incidents of Cyber violence

Nowadays, cyber violence is a common occurrence. Many of our respondents said they have directly or know 
someone close to them who has encountered at least one form of cyber violence. The following participant’s 
experience, taken verbatim, elaborates on this idea:

“For example, whenever I tweet, there’s always somebody insulting me. This is just what I have personally experienced. I 
know it happens to a lot of others too, based on their political opinion. And they are not only threats or condemnations 
for the person did or said, they even get threatened for inaction” (Respondent- 19) 

“Many websites are being hacked, and the blue tick is no longer a guarantee of trustworthiness. Even websites such as 
EBC have been hacked, indicating that they are not technologically secure. On the surface of the page, they don’t utilize 
strong passwords, unique images, or infrequent tags.” (Respondent- 2) 

In today’s world, where technology has achieved its peak, media literacy and digital rights knowledge have come 
in useful and it is mandatory to work towards increasing the awareness of the people. 

Online disinformation leading to offline harm

20 Millions depend on private messaging apps to keep in touch. They’re ripe with misinformation, https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/
millions-depend-on-private-messaging-apps-to-keep-in-touch-theyre-ripe-with-misinformation 
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Some examples of offline injury as a result of online disinformation were cited by our key informants. The 
following are the most common Cases cited by our informants. 

“One episode, in particular, stands out to me as the most devastating example. There were two health researchers in 
the Amhara regional state near Gojjam. One was working on his Ph.D. when there was a rumor that some youngsters 
had come across town to sterilize the women to reduce the Amhara population, and this rumor soon circulated 
around town, resulting in an awful situation in which both researchers were killed. It’s the most heinous aspect of 
misinformation.” (Respondent- 18) 

Another participant said:

“One example of an incident that occurred on social media and resulted in a riot is the situation where Jawar [Jawar 
Mohammed, an influential opposition politician and member of the Oromo Federalist Congress] claimed he was 
surrounded. In just three days, more than 250 people died as a result of the chats that took place before the internet 
was turned off.”  (Respondent- 16) 

These are only a few of the many examples that show how disinformation is endangering people’s safety and 
security in real-time, as well as fostering instability. We should stress media literacy and the presence of strong 
and independent media outlets that serve the public with accurate information; otherwise, false speech and 
misinformation spread swiftly, and we have little control over how they spread offline.

6. STAKEHOLDERS’ RESPONSES TO DISINFORMATION
6.1 Government’s response to disinformation

As discussed at the beginning of the paper, the Ethiopian government enacted the Hate Speech and Disinformation 
Prevention and Suppression Proclamation in March 2020 to address hate speech and disinformation2. 

It defines disinformation as “speech that is false, is disseminated by a person who knew or should reasonably 
have known the falsity of the information and is highly likely to cause a public disturbance, riot, violence or 
conflict.”  However, this definition is broad and gives authorities wide discretion to determine what is false, or 
declare any information as false. Article 5 of the Proclamation prohibits the dissemination of “any disinformation 
on public meetings by means of broadcasting, print or social media using text, image, audio or video”. The 
penalty is imprisonment not exceeding one year or a fine not exceeding 50,000 Birr (USD 1,350).

There were however a few respondents who felt that the law will help in curbing the spread of misinformation by 
creating a fear factor and the intention and how it was formulated is more on the corrective approach. However, 
we discovered one major parallel between these two groups: both supporters and critics of the law are concerned 
about its execution. This situation is well articulated by the verbal account of the following participants from both 
sides:

“The law prohibiting hate speech and disinformation has the potential to limit access to information. Because the media 
is poorly understood, the pronouncement becomes an attack on freedom of expression. However, disinformation also 
impedes the expansion of the media; this is the dilemma, and we must find a more nuanced solution, such as media 
literacy. Because anyone who wanted to share correct information, especially if it was critical of the government, was 
afraid of being arrested or having their page suspended, they had to think carefully.”  (Respondent- 2) 

“Because the law was only recently established, it may meet difficulties in implementation. There was an effort to 
ensure that the law would not stifle free debate and dialogue, with a particular focus on the perspectives of media 
professionals, researchers, legislators, and those who would be most affected by the law. We cannot cite an example of 
any country that legislated hate speech in practice but implements it purely and without controversy.” (Respondent- 9) 

The following considerations suggest that the law should be implemented with prudence so that it is not 
exploited by government officials. Because of the very erroneous and unpleasant experiences they had under the 
previous administration, some media professionals are opposed to this bill. As a result, having well-intentioned 
media regulators who promote, empower, protect, and develop the media industry could be the fundamental 
solution. Institutions of the media should and can have a role in solving the problem. The people who are meant 
to implement the law should have credibility and moral superiority. 

Furthermore, when the proclamation was drafted, the Network for digital rights in Ethiopia (NDRE) had prepared 
a position paper regarding the proclamation. The following participant explained it as follows:

“We formed a position paper commission and researched how other countries passed legislation to prevent 
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disinformation and hate speech or to lessen its influence on society. What were the gaps, and is it still necessary in 
Ethiopia’s current situation? Before giving it a legal framework and outlawing it, we should focus on fact-checking, 
authenticating information, raising awareness, and developing media literacy. but We also presented an alternative 
draft because we believe it is the government’s responsibility to preserve the peace and security of its citizens, and it 
must do everything possible to guarantee that conflict and hate speech do not harm community relations. However, 
there was a risk that the law might restrict media freedom by defining some terms too broadly.”  (Respondent- 9) 

The above reflection represents the concern of people in the media industry. Following the first draft of 
the proclamation, some adjustments were made. We recognize the need of achieving a balance and that 
implementation must be done fairly and equally.

At this time it is too early to say for sure whether it fully and equitably has been implemented because it has not 
been enforced much. There are only a few cases that can be charged under the new law. Yayesew Shimelis was 
the first person to be charged under the new law. He claimed on his Facebook page that the government had 
ordered the creation of 200,000 grave places in anticipation of the Covid-19 pandemic’s mass deaths and he was 
charged as a result.21 The case was controversial because, since he is a journalist who is vocal in his criticism of 
the government, some felt that this was an additional basis for his detention, despite countless other cases of 
fake news.

Given the laws had been enacted recently and not been widely implemented, it will be difficult to establish how 
the law has impacted hate speech and disinformation reduction and prevention, as well as its behavioral impact 
on citizens and different professionals.

7. ADEQUACY AND EFFECTIVENESS OF REMEDIAL MEASURES BY 
PLATFORMS
There are different measures taken by the social platforms particularly Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube to reduce 
the spread of hate speech and disinformation.  Each social media platform creates a set of rules to establish a 
standard of behavior anticipated on the platform to create a safe environment for users to engage which is known 
as a community guideline.22 However, taking particularly the case of Ethiopia and how much disinformation and 
related campaigns were entertaining on Facebook, it is clear that much more has to be done and that the current 
safeguards are inadequate. Various explanations may be cited for why the efforts were ineffective, including how 
the algorithm works, and the lack of local initiatives working with Facebook, among others.

Frances Haugen, a former Facebook product manager and whistleblower, says “Facebook’s algorithms could be 
stoking tensions and fanning ethnic violence in Ethiopia.”23 “The problem is that strategy requires us to build 
those AI systems over and over and over again in each language for the platform to be safe — and right now 
Facebook is not doing that,”24

She also shone a light on violence and instability in Myanmar and Ethiopia in recent years and long-held concerns 
about links with activity on Facebook.25

The retired Ethiopian runner Haile Gebrselassie blamed “fake news” being shared on Facebook for violence that 
left 81 people dead in the Oromia region.26

The majority of research participants stated categorically that the measures were ineffective or that they may 
not have been adequately implemented, which may explain the present Ethiopian misinformation circulated on 

21 News update: Prosecutors charge journalist Yayesew with newly enacted hate speech law, https://addisstandard.com/news-update-pros-
ecutors-charge-journalist-yayesew-with-newly-enacted-hate-speech-law/ 

22 Understanding community guidelines: Advice for Parents & Carers, https://www.internetmatters.org/connecting-safely-online/ad-
vice-for-parents/tackling-the-hard-stuff-on-social-media-to-support-young-people/understanding-community-guidelines/ 

23 Facebook is under new scrutiny for it’s role in Ethiopia’s conflict
https://www.npr.org/2021/10/11/1045084676/facebook-is-under-new-scrutiny-for-its-role-in-ethiopias-conflict 

24 Facebook whistleblower warns company is neglecting languages other than English
https://www.dw.com/en/facebook-whistleblower-warns-company-is-neglecting-languages-other-than-english/a-59739260 

25 Facebook’s role in Myanmar and Ethiopia under new scrutiny
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2021/oct/07/facebooks-role-in-myanmar-and-ethiopia-under-new-scrutiny 

26 Ethiopia violence: Facebook to blame, says runner Gebreslassie https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-50276603 
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Facebook. One of the study’s participants expressed his thoughts on this matter as follows:

“Largely, Facebook gives inadequate and very limited resources and attention to Ethiopia and the African continent. 
Ethiopia, in particular, has been a major platform for this problem since 2016.” (Respondent- 2)

“Facebook, for example, has AI detection and content moderators, but hate speeches continue to be posted, potentially 
due to a lack of comprehension of contexts or on purpose. A linguistic barrier exists as well; aside from dialect 
differences, several words are susceptible to interpretation. The moderators’ lack of grasp of figures of speech and the 
context of the speech, for example, was a problem in the PM’s post that was removed.”  (Respondent- 14) 

The mishandling of hate speech and fake news on social media platforms is coming under growing criticism. 
There are several interconnected reasons why controlling the current information disorder, whether it be 
misinformation or disinformation, has proven difficult. and we share the recommendation that has been 
mentioned elsewhere Creating strategies that combine artificial and human intelligence27. Additionally, having 
a country office and partnering with local initiatives would help to overcome challenges faced by platforms to 
reduce disinformation and hate speech. It is also indicated that Big Tech companies engage heavily in research 
to fill algorithm gaps and aim to involve a variety of stakeholders in their operations. While we believe that 
companies should be responsible for the content they publish on their platforms, it is also vital to strengthen our 
local initiatives and develop comprehensive strategies to address the issue.

To combat the disinformation, a variety of non-state and state organizations and initiatives are taking action. 
To name a few, there’s HaqCheck, Ethiopia Check, and civil society organizations like MERSA, CARD, and other 
foreign organizations that train journalists and the government broadcasting authority. 

Conclusion 
This research aimed to address a shortage of research evidence that provides a clear understanding of 
disinformation’s paths and effects on digital rights and democratic actors. We attempted to understand the 
nature, perpetrators, techniques, and paths of disinformation, as well as how they affect democratic actors. 

In terms of disinformation’s expression, we attempted to address the subjects that disinformation tends to relate 
to, the formats it takes, and the strategies used by perpetrators to propagate disinformation.

According to our findings, disinformation in Ethiopia is mostly tied to three areas: internal conflict and politics, 
cross-border conflict, and health-related disinformation. While modified images/photos with a short caption, 
texts solely, and videos appear to be the most common formats in which disinformation content occurs, the 
most popular is a combination of images and a short text. Furthermore, our findings indicated that the primary 
methods for propagating inaccurate information were political astroturfing and mass sharing.

We grouped Perpetrators of disinformation by who they are and what motivates them, emphasizing that these 
categories and subcategories are not mutually exclusive. Based on their identity the groups identified by our 
study are Organized groups affiliated with political groupings, Media houses, social activists, Civil persons, and 
non-state actors. Furthermore, political, financial, geopolitical, and ethno-nationalistic interests were identified 
as the primary driving motives of disinformation in our research. 

Our study has also shown that the most common routes that disinformation takes to reach the general public are 
Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter respectively. In addition, this research has discussed case stories where offline 
injury has resulted due to online disinformation. The stories illustrated how disinformation endangered people’s 
safety and security in real-time, as well as fostered instability.

What’s the Way Forward?

We also provide the following recommendations based on our findings: 

• Media literacy: working on comprehensive media literacy training programs is a way to go in the form of 
policy recommendations. 

• Building and strengthening expanding fact-checking 

• The government should work to incorporate media literacy in the school curriculum  

27 How should social media platforms combat misinformation and hate speech?, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/techtank/2019/04/09/
how-should-social-media-platforms-combat-misinformation-and-hate-speech/ 
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• Collaboration of the state and private media: Media development professionals and academia, such as law 
schools, must work together to create national capacity. 

• Build a local social media based on our values and norms: like China. 

• The media has a verification system in place so strengthening it and helping it to develop 

• The media verification mechanism should be strengthened and developed, according to experts.   
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