
 1 

(I) 

Digital Press Briefing with U.S. Special Envoy for the Horn of Africa, Mike 
Hammer 

 
Special Briefing 

September 20, 2022 
 

[The text below excludes the introductions, pleasantries, and other exchanges. The full text is 

available on the link above.] 

 

 

MODERATOR:  Our first question was submitted in 

advance by Tsedale Lemma of the Addis Standard, who 

asks: “What diplomatic leverage is left for the United 

States to bring the two belligerents to talks – for talks 

on peaceful resolution of the war that it hasn’t deployed 

in the past?” 

 

AMBASSADOR HAMMER:  Well, thank you very much, 

Tsedale.  Appreciate your question.  It’s not so much a 

matter of leverage that the United States brings.  I think 

what we have seen given our historic relationship and 

strategic partnership with Ethiopia [1], there’s pretty 

much a very good understanding that we can be an 

honest broker, that we can help the parties come 

together in a support role of the African Union.  You  

may have seen that President Obasanjo on August 4th, 

after a meeting, made clear that the AU-led process 

would be accompanied by other partners [2], 

international partners, including the United States.  He 

mentioned the EU; he mentioned IGAD as well as the 

UN.   

 

So I think that what is important here is that the parties 

recognize that the United States is trying to serve their 

best interests, the best interests of Ethiopia, which is, 

again, to begin a process that allows them through 

dialogue to resolve outstanding, complex, and difficult 

political issues; that the fighting is not going to yield  

 

 

 

 

 

 

[1] In this remark, Hammer 

appears to affirm that the U.S. 

has a “strategic partnership” 

with Ethiopia. A strategic 

partnership would entail 

shared of goals and strategies 

and a high level of mutual 

confidence between the two 

governments. However, it is 

possible that he is referring to 

the strategic partnership that 

existed under prior to the war 

(see note 14). Ethiopians will 

scrutinize this wording 

carefully to sift its meaning. 

 

[2] See document IV, which is 

Gen. Obasanjo’s briefing to the 

AU PSC, these points were 

made in a separate briefing to 

international partners. 

 

 

victory for either side and 

that, therefore, the focus 

needs to be on stopping the 

https://www.state.gov/digital-press-briefing-with-u-s-special-envoy-for-the-horn-of-africa-mike-hammer/
https://www.state.gov/digital-press-briefing-with-u-s-special-envoy-for-the-horn-of-africa-mike-hammer/
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fighting, ensuring humanitarian assistance delivery, 

looking at restoration of services [3], and then, of 

course, looking to see how those tough political 

questions that only Ethiopians can decide are addressed 

through dialogue.  

 

MODERATOR:  Thank you very much.  Our next 

question will go live to Nick Schifrin from PBS in the 

United States.   

 

QUESTION:  So, as you know, the Tigrayans announced 

today that Eritrea has launched what the Tigrayans are 

calling a full-scale assault or mobilization.  Is that 

something that you are seeing, one?  And two, what is 

that a sign of?  What are you – what do you fear is 

coming next and what’s your message to Addis if, 

indeed, the Eritreans are once again on the 

move?  Thanks.    

 

AMBASSADOR HAMMER:  Thank you very much, 

Nick.  Yes, we’ve been tracking Eritrean troop 

movements across the border [4].  They are extremely 

concerning and we condemn it.  All external foreign 

actors should respect Ethiopia’s territorial integrity [5] 

and avoid fueling the conflict.  We couldn’t be any 

clearer.  We’ve said this repeatedly.  We will encourage 

those that might be able to communicate directly with 

Asmara [6] that this is of extreme concern and must 

stop.  I’m not going to lean forward in terms of other 

measures that we might be able to undertake [7], but 

really this is a conflict from which Ethiopians, 

Tigrayans, Afaris, Amharans have suffered greatly.  And 

the presence of Eritrean troops in Ethiopia [8] only 

serves to complicate matters and to inflame an already 

tragic situation.  

 

MODERATOR:  Thank you.  Our next question will go to 

Giulia Paravicini of Reuters in Ethiopia.   

 

[3] Tigray insists that 

restoration of at least some 

essential services is a 

precondition for a cessation of 

hostilities, and that this was 

agreed in the first Djibouti 

meeting. The FGE argues that 

the sequence should be 

ceasefire first, then 

humanitarian aid, then services. 

Here, Hammer reproduces the 

FGE formulation. This raises 

suspicions that he may not have 

objected to the FGE reneging on 

its commitments to restore 

services. 

 

[4] Hammer does not mention 

Ethiopian troops in Eritrea 

under Eritrean command.  

 

[5] The EDF is attacking Tigray 

at the invitation of the FGE, not 

invading in violation of national 

sovereignty. This is a serious 

error. 

 

[6] This is a remarkable 

admission that the U.S. 

Department of State does not 

know how to influence Eritrea.  

 

[7] Here, Hammer implies that 

there are other non-diplomatic 

measures that could be 

possible, which he will not 

disclose. Points 6 and 7 beg the 

question, who is setting Horn of 

Africa policy in the U.S. 

Administration? 

 

[8] He does not mention the 

presence of Ethiopian troops in 

Eritrea or the command 

relationship between them. 
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QUESTION:  So I have one question, which is whether 

you could confirm that talks between the parties took 

place in Djibouti [9] and, if so, what was achieved?  And 

as the colleague before me asked, clearly there is an 

offensive ongoing, so do you actually think that the 

negotiating parties or at least Ethiopian Government 

and its allies are still interested in peace talks?   

 

AMBASSADOR HAMMER:  Let me answer the second 

part first.  We saw after the Tigrayan Regional Authority 

[10] published a letter, a statement on 9/11, which also 

happened to be Ethiopia’s new year, that they are 

prepared to go to talks and in fact offered to abide by a 

mutually agreeable cessation of hostilities.  Subsequent 

to that, we’ve seen statements from the Ethiopian 

Government repeating and reiterating their prior 

position that they’re ready to go to talks anywhere, 

anytime [11].  And we’re taking both at their word in 

the sense that they are committed to trying to find a 

peaceful resolution.  Of course, the continuing 

escalation of violence is extremely concerning, and we 

urge them to stop fighting and get to talks.  

 

Regarding your first question, I appreciate the 

interest.  As you will probably understand, the United 

States is very actively diplomatically involved in trying 

to bring the parties to talks, and I am not going to be in a 

position to share every element of our efforts. [12]  But 

rest assured, we are doing what we are doing in full 

expectation that the parties are wanting to find a way 

forward to get to dialogue and our efforts, particularly 

over the time that I was there in Addis Ababa and we’ll 

continue this week, is working with the African Union 

that is making determinations on how best to launch 

this peace process.  There’s High Representative 

Obasanjo; I understand other mediators may be brought 

in to bolster the effort. As I mentioned, they’re looking 

to have international partners like the United States 

accompany that effort.   

 
[9] Hammer refuses to answer 

this question, see note 12. 

However, EUSR Weber 

answered in the affirmative, see 

note 2 of document II. 

 

 

 

[10] In recent weeks, the U.S. 

has changed from using the 

terminology of the TPLF (the 

ruling party of Tigray) to the 

Tigray Regional Authority. It 

has not adopted the 

terminology of the Government 

of Tigray or similar. 

 

[11] The specific, actionable 

statements made by the Tigray 

authorities on September 7 and 

September 11 stand in contrast 

to the vague, non-specific 

statements made by the Federal 

Government. Hammer is being 

very generous to the Federal 

Government in putting the two 

on an equal footing. 

 

[12] Hammer refuses to talk 

about the Djibouti meeting or to 

acknowledge the U.S. role. 

However, the fact that this 

meeting occurred and what 

transpired are widely known on 

the diplomatic circuit. The 

Ethiopian Government much 

prefers to keep these meetings 

secret because the record of 

what transpired, what was 

agreed, and the extent to which 

agreements were fulfilled, 

would be politically 

problematic for it.  

 

https://twitter.com/RAbdiAnalyst/status/1568166815582527490
https://twitter.com/TigrayEAO/status/1568988898532925440
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And so we’ll have some more meetings here in New 

York, which I hope will be productive, including with 

the African Union and others, to see how we can put 

forward through the AU a viable, robust peace process 

that gives the parties confidence and that will enable 

them to then sit across the table and work out some of 

their political differences.   

 

But again, having foreign actors become involved only 

serves to exacerbate the crisis and lead to increasing 

suffering by Ethiopians.  So we call on them to stop. [13] 

 

MODERATOR:  Thank you.  Our next question will go 

live to Mohammed Tewekel from Al Jazeera.   

 

QUESTION:  Hello, Ambassador.  Our question is as 

follows.  The first one is, what is the solution – what is 

U.S.’s solution to the crisis that is going on in 

Ethiopia?  And our second question is, what is the 

coordination between the U.S. and the AU when coming 

to solving this war?  And thirdly, why is the focus on this 

war from the international community more than when 

there – when there are other crises happening in 

Africa?   

 

AMBASSADOR HAMMER:  Thank you very much for 

your question – I think your question is misplaced in 

terms of what is the U.S. solution.  The solution has to 

come from Ethiopians.  It’s their country.  All that we 

can do as the United States is to encourage them to 

work to resolve these very difficult differences 

diplomatically through dialogue, and that is what we’re 

doing.  We see the great potential of Ethiopia – an 

Ethiopia where all Ethiopians can flourish.  And that’s 

the kind of strategic partnership we had with Ethiopia 

before this conflict started in November of 2020. [14]   

 

And so if the parties are able to make the tough decision 

to stop hostilities, to start a dialogue, then they will be 

in a better position to end the suffering of their people  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[13] By “foreign actors”, 

Hammer presumably means 

Eritrea. But there are other 

foreign actors engaged too, 

including the UAE and Turkey 

(which have extensively 

armed Ethiopia) and Sudan 

(which has facilitated some 

TDF activities and supplies). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[14] See note 1: this implies 

that the strategic partnership 

has changed since 2020 and 

might in fact no longer exist. 

But it also begs the question of 

whether the State Department 

has analyzed what made a 

strategic partnership possible 

and why it might have become 

difficult. 
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and to then try to make progress, as happens in most 

democracies, through dialogue and through peaceful 

means.  

 

Secondly, as far as U.S. and AU coordination, it couldn’t 

be tighter [15] – again, through the fine work of our 

Ambassador to the African Union Jessye Lapenn, we had 

multiple meetings with senior leadership of the African 

Union.  We have ongoing dialogue.  In fact, as I was 

coming here, I was getting a call from someone from the 

AU.  I couldn’t take his call because I had to tend to this 

business of this important press briefing, but as soon as 

this is over I will call him back.  And I think there is a 

great spirit of partnership – partnership that President 

Biden offered upon coming to office, and a partnership 

that we’re intent in trying to provide in support of the 

African Union.  And so there is very good 

communication, a very good understanding of what 

we’re trying to get done, and it’s only through the work 

of us collectively that we stand a chance to have the 

parties then engage and hopefully deliver peace, which 

is in all of their best interests.  They have to realize that 

with peace comes prosperity.  The fighting will bring 

only misery. [16]   

 

MODERATOR:  Thank you.  I would like to read a 

question that was submitted in advance from Mohamed 

Maher from Al-Masry Alyoum newspaper in Egypt.  He 

asks, “Ambassador Hammer, you have visited the 

United Arab Emirates.  How can the UAE help stabilize 

the Horn of Africa?” [17]  

 

AMBASSADOR HAMMER:  Thank you for your 

question, Mohamed. And yes, I’ve visited the UAE and in 

fact I have consultations with other Middle Eastern 

governments.  It’s really important that we all work 

together, again, to encourage the parties to see that 

peace and stability can bring economic development 

and better circumstances for Ethiopians and for the  

[15] This is putting a very 

positive spin on the U.S.-A.U. 

relationship, which has in fact 

been marked by ongoing 

frustration at the AU 

Commission’s attitude that the 

conflict will be ripe for 

settlement only when the 

Government of Ethiopia can 

dictate the terms of a deal. The 

U.S. and E.U. have repeatedly 

offered practical assistance to 

the AU Commission, and these 

offers have not been taken up. 

Nonetheless, because the AU 

has been effective at 

mobilizing African 

governments around the 

charge that the U.S. is 

imposing a neo-colonial 

agenda on Africa, the U.S. is 

doing all it can to make it clear 

that it supports the AU.  

 

[16] Ethiopians realize that 

peace and prosperity go 

together. It is evident to all 

ordinary citizens. The 2001 

Foreign Policy and National 

Security Strategy white paper 

identified the conquest of 

poverty as the core of the 

country’s national security 

vision and doctrine. The issue 

is not raising awareness. 

 

[17] This is a key question. 

Hammer does not answer it. 

Since the war began, the UAE 

has been the most important 

external backer of Ethiopia 

and Eritrea. 

 

https://chilot.me/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/national-security-policy-and-strategy.pdf
https://chilot.me/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/national-security-policy-and-strategy.pdf
https://chilot.me/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/national-security-policy-and-strategy.pdf


 6 

peoples of the Horn.  And we very much appreciate our 

discussions with our Emirati friends and partners.  They 

bring their own perspective and they understand the 

region supremely well, and it’s only through us all 

working in concert, hopefully bringing our own 

perspectives in helping the parties understand how to 

best resolve their differences at the peace talks, that 

then we might have success.   

 

MODERATOR: Next we will go to Peter Fabricius from 

South Africa.   

 

QUESTION:  Thank you, Ambassador Hammer.  I 

wanted to ask you a question I heard from an Ethiopian 

expert on this topic that the Tigrayans are not very 

happy with Mr. Obasanjo as a mediator as they regard 

him as being too close to the Ethiopians.  I wondered if 

you could address that problem, that question.  Is that 

true and is – I mean true as in is that the feeling of the 

Tigrayans, and if so, is there a solution to that?  

 

And if I may also ask you, what do you see as the – as 

the cause of this new eruption of warfare after nine 

months or so of relative calm and peace?  Thank you.   

 

AMBASSADOR HAMMER:  Yeah, thank you very much, 

Peter.  Really, for Tigrayan views on the AU-led process  

and the personalities involved, I really have to defer to 

them to express themselves.  I know they have 

expressed themselves publicly previously.  I would 

point to their September 11th statement that makes 

clear that they’re prepared to go to talks under the AU, 

and we welcome that. [18] Again, I think – I know both 

parties want to ensure a robust, credible peace process, 

and that’s what the United States is working to support 

as the AU puts together how these talks might go 

forward.  

 

With regards to why the more recent outbreak of 

hostilities, again, I think that the parties remain in a  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
[18] Hammer is correct that the 

Government of Tigray 

expressed its readiness to work 

with an AU-led process. 

However, it clearly specified 

conditions. In repeatedly 

passing over the opportunity to 

make the Tigrayan position 

clear, Hammer is undermining 

the Tigrayan leadership vis-à-

vis the many Tigrayans who do 

not understand the important 

details of their position. It is 

one example of taking the 

Government of Tigray for 

granted, an error in any 

mediation, and especially so for 

one that is undefeated. 
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stalemate, one that can only be resolved through talks, 

and unfortunately hostilities resumed.  Now, when I 

visited Mekele along with some other colleagues on 

August 2nd, the Tigrayan authorities were very clear 

that they were preparing for potential hostilities if there 

wasn’t a restoration of services [19] as they were 

making the case that Tigrayans were suffering 

badly. [20]  

 

I mean, it’s not only Tigrayans; in fact, the Afar and 

Amhara people are without services as well. [21]  

 

And so this is, again, going to the core issues that need 

to be addressed, and what I appreciated from the 

Ethiopian Government is they recognized their 

responsibility for trying to provide services for all 

Ethiopians. [22]   But you need a conducive 

environment in order to do so.  You need a conducive 

security environment.  And the best way to get to that is, 

of course, agreeing for a cessation of hostilities to work 

out the modalities of how services should be restored, 

and that should be done in short order and that’s what 

we have been urging. [23] 

   

Again, I can’t say this enough: there is no military 

solution to this conflict, and the sooner both parties 

recognize that, the sooner that we will be on a better 

track towards peace.  

 

MODERATOR:  Our next question goes live to Ashenafi 

Endale from The Reporter in Ethiopia.   

 

QUESTION:  Okay.  Thank you very much.  So I have just 

one question.  Is the U.S. considering to resume the 

sanction bills prepared before in light of the 

continuation of the conflict and (inaudible) the two 

parties did not come to the negotiation table?  

 

 

[19] Here, Hammer implies that 

he holds the Tigrayans 

responsible for the outbreak of 

fighting. Making such an 

attribution in a public briefing 

is inadvisable. 

 

[20] This is (a) an insinuation 

that he doesn’t believe the 

Tigrayans and (b) an under-

statement showing gross 

insensitivity to the famine that 

has cost over 250,000 lives.  

 

[21] There is a massive 

distinction between service 

disruptions in Tigray and 

neighboring districts regions. 

The FGE has cut off services to 

Tigray by design. It can re-start 

many of them (e.g. telecom-

munications) at the flick of a 

switch. Service disruption in 

other areas is a by-product of 

armed conflict which requires 

infrastructure rehabilitation. 

 

[22] Tigrayans will be 

incredulous at this 

appreciation, especially given 

that the FGE reneged on its 

promises to restore services to 

Tigray. 

 

[23] Having called out the 

Tigrayans for threatening to 

start the war on grounds he 

clearly considers unjustifiable, 

Hammer now endorses the FGE 

position on how the restoration 

of services should be handled, 

disregarding the Tigrayan 

position.  
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AMBASSADOR HAMMER:  I think I heard your 

question more or less.  Rest assured, again, the United 

States is looking at a range of options to encourage the 

parties to enter into peace talks.  And I want to just 

focus on the positive that can come from it.  And while 

of course there’s always a sanctions option available 

and we will not hesitate to sanction those that are 

deserving of being sanctioned, right now our – very 

much of our focus is, again, on these intense diplomatic 

efforts that the AU is undertaking, that my colleagues, 

international colleagues are undertaking, that we as the 

United States are undertaking to in a matter of 

hopefully short order begin those talks and get to a 

cessation of hostilities and ensure, again, a conducive 

environment for trying to resolve these matters 

peacefully. [24]  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[24] Hammer makes it clear 

that the U.S. does not intend to 

play its economic and 

financial cards to pressure the 

Federal Government. 

 

 

 

 


