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In the last five years, Ethiopia has twice declared a 
nationwide state of emergency due to anti-govern-
ment demonstrations. New leadership has transfor-
med the human rights landscape with the release of 
political prisoners, lifting of freedom of expression 
restrictions, and legal reforms of repressive laws, but 
further progress is still needed. 

While the launch of the reform of the criminal justice 
reform system precedes the current government, 
the new administration has decided it should be im-
plemented in a way that allows legal professionals 
and other stakeholders to provide input in an institu-
tionalised manner. A Legal and Justice Affairs Adviso-
ry Council (LJAAC) under the direction of the Federal 
Attorney General was thus created in June 2018 with 
a 3-year mandate to advise the Office of the Attor-
ney General in its effort to undertake a comprehensi-
ve reform of the legal and justice system.

As part of its 2019 Annual Action Programme, the EU 
identified Access to Justice and Support to the Rule 
of Law as one of its priorities in Ethiopia with an 
emphasis on the implementation of legal and judicial 
system reform. This commitment resulted in an EU 
assignment to formulate a criminal justice reform 
programme. A NIRAS team is currently implementing 
the 18-month project.

Understanding the landscape
In advance of formulating the criminal justice reform 
programme, the EU commissioned two key studies – 
the Security Sector Governance (SSG) Facility Justice 
Scoping Study and the Ethiopian Federal Police (EFP) 
Assessment which were an important foundation for 
the assignment. One of the current NIRAS team mem-
bers was involved in the scoping mission.

The SSG scoping study focused on the formal criminal 
justice system at federal level but also considered 
the interfaces between the federal and regional sys-
tems. Based on its findings, the EU programme will 
focus on improving the capacity of institutions that 
are responsible for the implementation of LJAAC’s re-
forms after the legal framework has been revised. 
The programme will also aim to improve the way po-
lice investigations are conducted, with the goal of 
moving away from confessions towards a  ‘pro-
secutor-led investigation’ system. Internal and 
external oversight of police investigations are also 
needed to achieve better outcomes for victims of cri-
me and improve human rights compliance and ac-
countability needs to be strengthened across the 
entire criminal justice system, improving oversight of 
all criminal justice functions and supporting better 
coordination between the various oversight bodies. 
Finally, the scoping study highlighted the need for 
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detention, Ethiopia’s criminal justice 
system is undergoing serious reform 
with support from the EU.
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One of the most significant reform 
measures being finalised under the justice 
reform agenda is a comprehensive revision 
of the Criminal Procedure Code (CPC) . The 
anticipated CPC is expected to introduce 
codified rules of evidence, the first such 

evidence code in Ethiopia. CPC will have a 
major impact on the administration of 

justice and require planning and project 
management skills and human and material 

resources not currently available in the 
Ethiopian public sector or civil society.

CPC
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transparency and availability of reliable information 
so the EU programme will look into how to better in-
tegrate the various information systems currently 
being developed and what needs to be done to make 
an electronic case management system work.

The EFP Assessment evaluated the capacity of Ethio-
pia’s police force and highlighted the need for an inde-
pendent and apolitical EFP, which should be 
 accountable to the rule of law. As with much the crimi-
nal justice system, the agency remains reactive, rely-
ing on witnesses and confessions. The assessment 
also recognised the central role of the Ministry of Pea-
ce and the essential requirement of public safety and 
security within any reform agenda and transformation 
of power. These institutions are, however, only two of 
the many stakeholders which play a key part in the cri-
minal justice system. The EU programme is keenly 
focused on enhancing coordination, cooperation and 
collaboration between these institutions at all levels.

Strengthening the capacity of various criminal 
justice institutions or organisations
Based on a learning needs / gap analysis, service 
providers will be contracted to train trainers within 
each of the relevant institutions. The NIRAS team 
will prepare all the contracts for this work. Experts 
will be sought to increase coordination and collabo-
ration between institutions and mentor on how to 
better jointly plan and budget. Focus will also be pla-
ced on developing the institutions’ M&E systems, 
and specifically the financial management capacity 
of the Attorney General, the Supreme Court and the 

Human Rights Commission will be improved to hand-
le the grants they will receive as part of the EU pro-
gramme. 

Local NGOs and university-based law clinics will also 
receive support in the form of training and funding to 
provide legal advice, assistance and aid to anyone ma-
king use of their services. Since most users of NGOs 
and law clinics are victims of crime or human rights 
violations, and many are women seeking assistance in 
family law matters, this support specifically aims to 
increase access to justice for women and children. The 
NIRAS team is providing support on the drafting of 
these contracts.

Keeping the EU informed on policy dialogue and 
reform developments
A key part of this assignment is for the NIRAS team 
to closely follow criminal justice reform in Ethiopia 
and liaise with the relevant stakeholders – especially, 
the Justice Sector Steering Committee, the Working 
Groups on Criminal Justice and Judicial Affairs; the At-
torney’s General Office; the Ethiopian Federal Police; 
and the Prison Administration Authority – to provide 
the EU Delegation with relevant information and re-
commendations for discussions with the Govern-
ment of Ethiopia on justice. As other donors are acti-
ve in this sector, the team will keep the EU Delegation 
informed about other interventions in order to avoid 
duplication and promote synergy. The team will also 
share with all stakeholders best practice and experi-
ences from around the globe of criminal justice re-
form, joint dialogue and monitoring.  

”The legal and justice system in Ethiopia ... is in need 
of an urgent and serious overhaul ... the institutions 
and procedures that form part of the system were of 
little or no use in providing a platform for addressing 
the grievances of citizens. In fact, frustration with a 
legal and justice system that is seen as being corrupt 
and an instrument of oppression has fuelled unrest in 
many parts of the country ... The new administration 
has reiterated its commitment to reform the legal and 
justice system ... There is also a great deal of anticipation 
and expectation among the public at large as well 
as various stakeholders to see the realization of this 
promise ...”
Excerpt from Legal and Justice Advisory Council assessment

Although the EU 
programme focuses 
primarily on the 
 criminal justice sector 
at the federal  level, 
planned activities 
and approaches 
aim to create and 
/or strengthen 
linkages with regions 
where possible and 
 appropriate.


