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The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child on May 14, 1991. It also acceded to the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the involvement of children in armed conflict on May 14, 2014, and signed the Optional Protocol on the sale of children, child prostitution, and child pornography on March 25, 2014.
Despite these ratifications, Ethiopia has not joined the Optional Protocol that allows individuals to submit complaints directly to the Committee on the Rights of the Child regarding potential violations of children's rights. This limits the ability of individuals and groups to access UN mechanisms for the protection of children's rights.
By ratifying these instruments, Ethiopia is obligated to implement the provisions of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and its relevant Optional Protocols within its national legal framework and practical practices.
Maat presents this report to assess the extent to which the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia complies with its obligations under the Convention on the Rights of the Child, focusing on a set of issues for which Maat possesses sufficient evidence to evaluate the government’s commitment to upholding and protecting children's rights from violations.
First: Equality and Non-Discrimination Among Children
Despite the efforts made by the Ethiopian government to eliminate discrimination and promote equality among children, the reality in Ethiopia continues to witness numerous violations related to inequality and various forms of discrimination, including those based on gender, ethnicity, color, and location, and the groups most affected by these violations are children with disabilities and children living in rural areas.
For children with disabilities, who are estimated to make up around 17.6% of the child population in Ethiopia, they suffer from higher levels of poverty and face significant challenges in accessing adequate health and education services compared to their non-disabled peers[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  World vision, Break barriers people with disabilities are facing, June 2024, https://bityl.co/Qigr ] 

As for children in rural areas, reports indicate that they experience multidimensional poverty at twice the rate of their urban counterparts. Approximately 95% of children in rural areas suffer from multidimensional poverty, compared to 46% of children in major cities, reflecting a significant gap in opportunities and access to basic resources.
Second: The Right to Life
The escalation of armed clashes in Ethiopia has had severe negative impacts on children's right to life in the country. This has been most evident in the aftermath of the Tigray war, which resulted in the deaths of 600,000 civilians, including many children[footnoteRef:2]. In this context, children remain among the most vulnerable and least protected groups, particularly exposed to armed clashes and violence. One example is the attack in March 2024 on the village of Gurf in the Galadi district of the Somali Regional State in eastern Ethiopia, which resulted in the death of five children[footnoteRef:3]. Another example is the attack in May 2024 in the Raya Azebo area, located on the border between the Afar and Tigray regions, which led to the death of one child among seven civilians. [2:  EPO, EPO WEEKLY UPDATE (6 FEBRUARY 2024), Access date February 2024, https://shorter.me/RvJ_n ]  [3: AS, Op-ed: The plight of Oromo youths dying for Ethiopia and being killed in its name: Can Oromo elites silence the guns and end the ordeal? march 2024, https://bityl.co/Qigm ] 

Since 2023, children have accounted for 80% of the victims of unexploded ordnance in rural areas of northern Ethiopia, where millions of residents live in regions littered with unexploded munitions. This ongoing threat poses a significant danger to children's lives and causes severe psychological consequences, negatively affecting multiple aspects of their daily lives[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  Ethiopia: Children disproportionately affected by weapon contamination, 08-10-2024, https://shp.lol/JxDd ] 

Moreover, children in Ethiopia are suffering from one of the worst food crises in the world, with approximately 3.9 million children affected by acute malnutrition. This number represents nearly half of all people suffering from malnutrition in the Horn of Africa region[footnoteRef:5]. Due to undernutrition, children account for 28% of deaths in Ethiopia. Furthermore, 38.6% of children suffer from stunting and 7% from wasting, reflecting the ongoing suffering faced by this vulnerable group[footnoteRef:6]. [5: Save the children, ETHIOPIA: TOUGH MONTHS AHEAD AS RAINS FAIL FOR THE FIFTH SEASON IN A ROW WITH MILLIONS IN NEED OF URGENT FOOD ASSISTANCE, 13 Jan 2023, https://bityl.co/Qih1 ]  [6:  UNICEF, For every child, nutrition! JUNE 2024, https://www.unicef.org/ethiopia/every-child-nutrition] 

Third: Children's Right to Nationality and Identity
In Ethiopia, children’s right to identity and nationality is limited to the provisions of Article 36 of the Constitution, without the support of effective policies or legislation to translate this right into practical reality. Article 5 of the Ethiopian Nationality Law restricts children's rights to acquire nationality by requiring that they reach the age of majority and legal capacity. This deprives many underage children who have not yet reached legal capacity from obtaining Ethiopian nationality through descent[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  Stepchildren, can a child apply for citizenship? February 2020, https://www.unicef.org/ethiopia/children-ethiopia] 

On the other hand, international conventions on children’s rights obligate Ethiopia to register births and establish the identity of children. However, the Ethiopian government has made insufficient efforts to fulfill this obligation, with birth registration efforts reaching only 3% of children[footnoteRef:8], and the capacity to issue official documents extending to just 7% of children. This documentation gap exacerbates the problem of legally unrecognized children, who lack even the minimum level of protection against violence, abuse, and exploitation. These children also face significant difficulties in accessing basic public identity services, further worsening their suffering amid poverty and legal exclusion[footnoteRef:9]. [8: Italian Agency, Ethiopian children are entitled to celebrate their birthday. AICS – UNICEF Project on the right of minors to identity, June 2024, 
 https://addisabeba.aics.gov.it/2019/2805/]  [9:  Stepchildren, can a child apply for citizenship? February 2020, https://www.unicef.org/ethiopia/children-ethiopia] 

Fourth: Homeless Children
Ethiopia’s fragile and unsafe environment poses a major obstacle to children’s enjoyment of the right to adequate housing and shelter, particularly in the capital, Addis Ababa. According to data, children make up 42% of the homeless population in the capital, highlighting the scale of the problem. Statistics also show that more than 93% of children under the age of five in Ethiopia lack access to basic sanitation services guaranteed by international agreements and treaties, while over 38.4% lack access to improved water supplies[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  UNICEF, Faces of Child Poverty in Ethiopia, June 2024, https://www.unicef.org/ethiopia/stories/faces-child-poverty] 

Under such conditions, the right to adequate housing and shelter in Ethiopia cannot be realistically upheld, especially given the compounded impacts of drought, climate change, armed conflicts, hunger, and health epidemics—key drivers of displacement and forced homelessness in the country. These crises have resulted in the internal displacement of 2.5 million children, further complicating the already dire humanitarian situation faced by homeless children in Ethiopia[footnoteRef:11]. [11: Education cannot Wait, Increasing Number of Children Pushed Out of Education in Ethiopia Due to Severe Drought, Conflict and Forced Displacement, 7 December 2022, https://bityl.co/Qizp ] 

Fifth: Refugee Children
Ethiopia hosts approximately 1,051,918 refugees and asylum seekers, with women and children making up 80% of this population. It is estimated that children under the age of 17 account for about 54% of the total number of refugees, many of whom—including unaccompanied or separated minors—live in 24 refugee camps across the country[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  UNHCR, The Ethiopia operation focuses on emergency response to the different IDP situations, addressing protection needs of refugees and promoting their self-reliance in line with the Global Compact on Refugees., June 2024, https://bityl.co/Qigx ] 

Despite Ethiopia’s obligations under international law, government policies still lack sufficient efforts to ensure that refugee children enjoy their rights. These children are not provided with the special protection their status as forcibly displaced minors require. Among the most pressing challenges refugee children face is the lack of safe access to clean water, which poses a direct threat to public health. Women and girls—who are often responsible for collecting water—also face heightened risks of sexual and gender-based violence, particularly in the absence of effective protective measures[footnoteRef:13]. [13:  UNHCR, nearly 1 million refugees in Ethiopia risk limited assistance due to unprecedented funding crisis, warn UNHCR, RRS and partners, 15 April 2024, https://bityl.co/QizT ] 

Sixth: The Right to Education
Ethiopia’s education system is facing escalating crises that threaten children's right to education. This is due to the intersection of several factors, most notably armed conflicts, climate change, and the COVID-19 pandemic, which have deprived more than 13 million children of access to schools and placed an additional 3.5 million at risk of dropping out[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  Relief Web, Increasing Number of Children Pushed Out of Education in Ethiopia Due to Severe Drought, Conflict and Forced Displacement, December 2023, https://shorter.me/zylk_ ] 

Despite Article 28 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child—which guarantees free and compulsory primary education—the legislative and institutional framework in Ethiopia remains unable to uphold this right. Education is not legally compulsory, and there is a lack of sufficient and accessible educational infrastructure to accommodate the growing number of school-aged children[footnoteRef:15]. [15:  USAID, Education and Youth, access date March 2024, https://www.usaid.gov/ethiopia/education] 

Currently, it is estimated that around 9 million children are out of school, a figure that has tripled since 2022 due to ongoing armed conflict, climate-related disasters, and internal displacement. These challenges have led to the closure of more than 6,000 schools and damage to nearly 10,000 others—about 18% of all schools in the country. The most affected regions include Amhara, Oromia, Tigray, and Afar, with Amhara being the hardest hit, where only 2.3 million out of 7 million students enrolled in the current academic year[footnoteRef:16]. [16:  Education Cannot Wait High-Level Mission in Ethiopia Calls for Bold Innovative Financing Solutions to Urgently Address the Education Needs of 9 million Crisis-Affected Out-of-School Children, 9 December 2024, https://shp.lol/GdxJ ] 

Seventh: The Right to Health
Indicators show that Ethiopia continues to face severe challenges in ensuring children's right to health, amid weak healthcare infrastructure and the widespread presence of infectious diseases such as malaria, HIV/AIDS, and sleeping sickness. This deteriorating health situation is reflected in the high infant mortality rate, which stands at 63.25 deaths per 1,000 live births—among the highest rates globally.
Ethiopia is also one of the countries most affected by the AIDS orphan crisis in Sub-Saharan Africa, with an estimated 886,820 children having lost one or both parents due to the virus. Malnutrition remains a major contributing factor to child mortality under the age of five, accounting for approximately 45% of these deaths[footnoteRef:17]. [17:  UNICEF, For every child, nutrition! access date February 2024, https://www.unicef.org/ethiopia/every-child-nutrition] 

Around 5.4 million Ethiopian children under the age of five suffer from stunting (equivalent to 39%), and one in ten children suffers from wasting. These alarming indicators are largely attributed to extreme poverty and the lack of access to basic healthcare and nutrition among Ethiopian families. The situation is further exacerbated by the absence of effective government programs to ensure primary healthcare for children, especially in rural and remote area.
Eighth: The Worst Forms of Child Labor
Maat observes that the Ethiopian government has taken some steps to address the worst forms of child labor, including its commitment to the African Union’s Joint Action Plan to eliminate child labor and modern slavery across the continent. Ethiopia has ratified the key international conventions related to child labor, such as the ILO Minimum Age Convention (No. 138) and the Worst Forms of Child Labor Convention (No. 182) [footnoteRef:18]. [18:  CHILD LABOUR ANALYSIS IN ETHIOPIA, page 10, https://www.unicef.org/ethiopia/media/3776/file/Report%20.pdf ] 

Nevertheless, child labor—including work in hazardous environments—remains widespread in Ethiopia. According to the most recent National Child Labor Survey conducted in 2018, an estimated 16 million children between the ages of 5 and 17 are engaged in various sectors of labor[footnoteRef:19]. Despite its international commitments, Ethiopia’s national legislation remains inconsistent with these agreements, including Article 32 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. [19:  Ethiopia hunts for children forced to work, marry during pandemic, https://tinyhand.net/ethiopia-hunts-for-children-forced-to-work-marry-during-pandemic/ ] 

For example, Ethiopian laws do not explicitly criminalize the commercial sexual exploitation of children, and they permit children aged 15 to 16 to engage in hazardous work. Additionally, protections against dangerous labor do not extend to certain occupations, such as traditional tailoring and other trades that involve the use of sharp tools and dangerous machinery. And there is evidence that children are being coerced into working in these high-risk jobs[footnoteRef:20]. [20:  MODERATE ADVANCEMENT ETHIOPIA, https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ILAB/child_labor_reports/tda2023/Ethiopia.pdf ] 

Ninth: Violence Against Children, Including Girls
Field reports reviewed by Maat indicate a concerning rise in gender-based violence (GBV) against children in Ethiopia, particularly in conflict-affected regions such as Tigray, Amhara, Afar, and Oromia. Reports show that between 40% to 50% of women and girls in these areas experience GBV, with around 90% of the victims being underage girls below the age of 18.
Despite the peace agreement signed in November 2022 to end the conflict in the Tigray region, the agreement has failed to curb sexual violence against women and girls. In November 2023 alone, statistics documented 128 cases of sexual violence against women and girls in Tigray. Monitoring developments into 2024 reveals that GBV manifests in various forms, with 25% of women and girls aged 15 to 49 having experienced physical violence since the age of 15[footnoteRef:21]. [21: AP, Scores of women and girls were sexually assaulted after peace deal in Ethiopia’s Tigray, study shows, 2 August 2023, https://shorter.me/1lg95 ] 

Additionally, 47.1% of Ethiopian girls aged 15 to 19 have undergone female genital mutilation (FGM), a severe violation of their fundamental rights. Furthermore, Ethiopia is home to approximately 15 million "child brides," including 6 million girls under the age of 15. The rate of child marriage continues to rise amidst ongoing conflict and instability, with projections estimating a 15% increase if current conditions persist. The situation is particularly dire in the Afar region, where girls are often forced into marriage at extremely young ages—as young as 10 or 11 years old in some cases[footnoteRef:22]. [22:  UNICEF, Children in Ethiopia the situation of children in Ethiopia, June 2024, https://www.unicef.org/ethiopia/children-ethiopia ] 

Recommendations
1. Consider acceding to the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on a Communications Procedure.
2. Urge the Ethiopian government to undertake legal and legislative reforms regarding the right to nationality in a manner that guarantees the right to nationality for children who are not granted nationality by descent.
3. Encourage the government to develop the infrastructure of the birth registration and identity verification system in Ethiopia in a way that provides comprehensive birth registration services, covers vital statistics, and facilitates its procedures.
4. Update the data related to the worst forms of child labour by working on conducting a national survey on child labour.
5. Consider establishing a mechanism to monitor and document cases of violence against children, including violence within the family.
6. Urge the government to consider implementing the African Union Action Plan to eliminate child labour and modern slavery in the continent.
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