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MESSAGE FROM UN WOMEN 

Equality in law is fundamental to gender equality which requires adoption and implementa

tion of good laws that are in line with human rights principles of equality and non-discrimina

tion. These principles are entrenched in core international human rights instruments to which 

Ethiopia is a party. 

One of the key commitments under the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development is achieving gender 

equality and the empowerment of women and girls. 

In particular, ending all forms of discrimination 

against women and girls, and adopting enforceable 

legislation for the promotion of gender equality 

forms an essential dimension of the commitment. 

This presents an opportunity to the Government of 

Ethiopia to accelerate gender equality at all levels by 

taking legislative and other appropriate measures, 

complementing its obligation under international 

and constitutional human rights frameworks. 

The Government of Ethiopia has shown its com

mitment in taking relevant legislative measures to 

promote and protect the equal rights of women 

and girls. Further steps in repealing discriminatory 

laws are imperative to bring about meaningful and 

lasting transformation in the legal status of women 

and girls in the country. A systematic analysis of laws 

from a gender perspective was therefore desirable to 

detect and address existing gaps in the national legal 

framework. 

As part of the ongoing effort towards a sweeping 

legal reform in Ethiopia, we are confident that the 

Government will also take steps to bring significant 

reforms of its laws to repeal those that reinforce gen

der inequality and adopt laws that advance the equal 

rights and empowerment of women and girls. We 

believe that the report will serve as a valuable frame

work for achieving Equality in Law for Women and 

Girls by 2030, and therefor catalyzing de facto equality 

for the women and girls of Ethiopia. 
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suspend the application of the statute of limitations 

where it results in depriving women of their property 

rights; however, it is not clear whether th is i nterpreta

tion was an absolute one or one that was based on 

the fact that the relationship of the spouses to each 

other and the land was a continuing one during the 

period covered by the statute. 

In Halima Mohammed vs. Adem Abdi (File No. 713/04, 

decided on 14 August 2013)77 the petitioner was mar

ried to the brother of the respondent. During the 

marriage, the spouses had acquired agricultural land 

that they cultivated for a prolonged period. Upon the 

death of the husband, the respondent married the 

petitioner in accordance with the customary practice 

of wife inheritance, whereby a brother marries the 

wife of his deceased brother. After living together for 

several years, the petitioner and the respondent were 

divorced. During the divorce, the respondent claimed 

the land that the petitioner brought with her from her 

previously deceased husband as inheritance from his 

father, and disposed the petitioner from it. Oromia 

Regional Courts decided that land (which is publicly 

owned in Ethiopia) cannot be considered as private 

property, and is thus subject to be shared by the 

two divorcing spouses. The Council of Constitutional 

lnquiry found the decision and reasoning of the courts 

as violating the rights of women to hold and admin

ister property equally to men, and as encouraging the 

practice of polygamy by men. Unlike other decisions 

of the Council, this case represented a stronger and 

wider statement of the rights of women that goes 

beyond the confines of the case at hand. 

77 Ibid, pp. 122-125. 

Decisions of the Cassation Division of the 

Federal Supreme Court. 

In general, the Ethiopian legal system does not rec

ognize the principle of stare decisis where decisions 

of higher courts are binding precedent on lower 

courts; however, the Cassation Division of the Federal 

Supreme Court has the power to render interpretive 

decisions that are binding on federal and regional 

courts at all levels.78 Decisions of the Cassation 

Division of the Federal Supreme Court are intended 

to bring about a uniform application of the laws en

acted by the legislative branch of government. Since 

its establishment, the Cassation Division has made 

hundreds of such decisions that give clarity and uni

formity to many specific provisions of the law. Most 

decisions that bear on gender are made in the context 

of family law, while some are related to criminal law. 

Many of the decisions of the Cassation Division in the 

realm of family law deal with the status of polyga

mous marriages and their effects. As already noted, 

one of the challenges of the law is its lack of clarity and 

consistency in its prohibition of polygamy as exhib

ited in the RFC and RCC, as well as in Regional Family 

Codes. This inconclusiveness of the law, coupled with 

the prevalence of retrograde practices, means that 

polygamous marriages are prevalent in many parts of 

the country. In many cases, women are forced into po

lygamous marriages, so automatic dissolution of such 

marriages would mean their further subjugation of 

women. Trying to make the best out of a bad situation, 

the Cassation Division of the Federal Supreme Court 

has adopted an interpretation of the RFC that in effect 

recognizes the validity of polygamous marriages. In 

the case of Animaw Zegeye vs. Worke Mekonnen,(File 

no. 23493, decided on 3 July 2007),79 the Cassation 

Division recognized two women who were married 

at different times to the deceased, whose marriage 

was not formally annulled at the time of the death 

of their spouse, to be equally valid. In this case, the 

78 Article 10 (4), Federal Courts Proclamation No. 25/1996 as amended by the Federal Courts Proclamation Reamendment 

Proclamation No. 454/2005. 

79 Federal Supreme Court (nd). Ye Federal Tek/ay Fird Bet Seber Semi Chi/at Kesetoch Mebitina Tikim lndihum Setoch Betekerakarinet 

Tesatafi Yehonubet Yehig Tirgum Yetesetebachew Yetemeretu Wusanewoch (Selected Decisions of the Cassation Division of the Federal 

Supreme Court Interpreting Laws in Cases Affecting the Rights and Interests of Women and in Cases in which Women were Litigants. 

Federal Supreme Court snd the Network of Ethiopian Women's Associations: Addis Ababa. Pp. 25-27. 
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Kebele Gure, one of the  Rural Women Economic Empowerment  Joint Program (RWEE JP) beneficiaries in Adamitulu district, Oromia region of Ethiopia 
works with     her husband in her  bigger maize plantation she invested in using the income generated from her small land through loan she received 
under the program.(Photo:UN Women/Fikerte Abebe)




















































