Docusign Envelope ID: E12A304E-007B-4F3B-ADAC-492E8312CA35

WITNESS STATEMENT OF TESFAHUN HAILU GEBREHIWOT

I, Tesfahun Hailu Gebrehiwot, born oni PD 0f§ PD
will say as follows;

1. Iam the eldest brother of one of the victims of the November 2021 tragedy, Meron Hailu
Gebrehiwet (“Meron”).

2. I make this statement in order to provide relevant information to the ongoing Cranston
Inquiry, based on my knowledge and understanding of the events under scrutiny. My
statement should be read with the statement of my brother, Henok Hailu Gebrehiwot
(‘Henok”).

3. The matters set out in this statement are within my knowledge unless otherwise stated. I
wish to state that the events of 23/24 November 2021 were deeply traumatic for me, and I
find it difficult to talk about losing my sister. The passage of three years has affected my
ability to recall some details of the events leading up to and the events of 23/24 November
2021.

4. This statement was prepared with the assistance of my legal representatives at Duncan
Lewis solicitors.

Background

5. Iwasraised by my parents in Adigrat, Tigray. I left the family home to study Accountancy
at Mekelle University in 2002. After graduating, I moved to Addis Ababa to find work.
Between November 2020 and November 2022, Ethiopia experienced a civil war, called the
Tigray War. This was an armed conflict between the Ethiopian Government, with
assistance from Eritrea, and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (‘"TPLF’). As a result of
this conflict, many Tigrayans were displaced and there was widespread destruction of
homes, property and land and disruption to our lives. Nowhere in Tigray was safe. During
the conflict, I worked as a construction labourer to support the family. I own a car rental

businessi PD I have a wife and three sons.
6. Meron was born in Adigrat, Tigray. Our father is Hailu Gebrehiwot and our mother is
Libanos Berhe. Together they had seven children: Tsigereda (female), me (male), Birtukan
(female), Ashenafi (male), Desbele (male), Henok (male) and Meron. Our father also has
another child, Birhane. I do not recall everyone’s dates of birth. We all lived in Adigrat as
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a family when we were growing up. Meron was the youngest and was the centre of our
family bond. She was the one who always brought us all together. Before the conflict, she
was living a happy life. She was a beautiful woman. She was very small and slim. Meron
did not have any medical conditions that I was aware of. Meron was not married or
engaged. | think she believed in making a good life for herself and providing for her
parents first, before settling down.

Ethiopia

7. Meron came to Addis Ababa for the first time in 2014. She studied computer science at
Addis Ababa University, but she left university in her third year without graduating
because she was more interested in being a business owner than studying. When she left
university, she opened a takeaway food business. The business operated from 2017-2019
but eventually Meron had to close the business because it was not making enough money.

8. After her business closed in 2019, Meron moved back to Adigrat to be with our parents.
Meron and my other sister Birtukan decided to go into business together. They opened a
juice bar serving fresh fruit juice and milkshakes. They were quite successful and were
making a good profit.

9. Meron and Birtukan continued to run their juice business until the war broke out in
November 2020. During the Tigray War, the Ethiopian government began a military attack
in Tigray. They were assisted by the Eritrean Defence Forces ("EDF’). The Ethiopian and
Eritrean Forces together formed an alliance (‘the Allied Forces’). During the war, a lot of
civilian areas including hospitals, schools and other buildings were destroyed. Adrigat is
in Tigray, and is very close to the Eritrean border. Due to the proximity of Adigrat to
Eritrea, when the conflict broke out and the EDF joined the conflict, our town was quickly
brought under the control of the EDF.

10. At the time that the war broke out, all of my family except my brother Henok were still in
Tigray. Henok was in Addis Ababa. I was living in Adigrat with the rest of our family. As
a family we felt that we needed to flee Adrigat as it was not safe. In mid-November 2020,
I left Adrigat with my wife and son, my mother, Meron, my sister Birtukan and her eight-

year-old and four-year-old sons.

11. My father stayed in Adigrat as he believed he would slow us down. He wanted to die in
his home. At the beginning we travelled together in my car. After a while, I abandoned
my car in Wukro, a town in Tigray around 85km south of Adrigat, because we had to find
amore remote area to stay. I cannot remember exactly when this was. It was too dangerous
to travel by car in these areas as the terrain was too rocky and mountainous. We had to
walk from place to place after that, trying to escape the conflict and find a safe place to
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stay. We travelled around to lots of different towns and villages in Tigray, such as Wukro,
sometimes returning to places we had been; we could not stay anywhere too long.

12. It was a horrific life, it was a warzone. I felt a lot of responsibility as the man to care for
my family. I think that Meron was deeply affected and traumatised by this period of our
lives. The war and the displacement were extremely difficult for her. Meron was having
nightmares about what she was seeing when awake: we saw total destruction of buildings,
homes and lives completely destroyed. The whole region was a battlefield with constant
gunfire, overturned cars, crying and bullets. I could not soothe her. Meron tried to be
strong and although she never explicitly said to me that her mental wellbeing was
suffering, I could see that the situation had taken a huge toll on her.

13. We survived by going door to door to beg for food. Meron often went to the doors of the
rural houses to ask for help. She was able to support the family that way. But eventually
bombs started being dropped in the rural areas. The people who lived in rural areas
blamed those of us who had come from the cities for bringing the bombs to them. It was
a superstitious belief. After that, they would not help us. Meron was even held captive by
one farmer who blamed her for bringing the war to them and we had to beg for her life.
When we went to request her release, they held us captive as well. We only escaped as
there was heavy artillery being fired in the area, which caused a distraction as everyone

was running for cover.

14. After nearly two months of moving around, in early January 2021, our family had no
choice but to split up. My mother and siblings decided they would return to our home in
Adigrat. They decided as a family that if they were going to die, they wanted to die at
home with my father. Unfortunately my son, who was only one year old at the time, was
sick and my wife and I decided we could not take our chances travelling with him until
his health improved. We therefore had to stay back in Wukro for a day until he recovered.
My mother and siblings, including Meron, walked around 85 kilometres back to Adigrat
from Wukro. This took them around two days. They stayed overnight in Edga Hamus,
which is around 30km from Adrigat. After approximately one day my son had recovered
enough so that we could join them. We also returned to Adigrat on foot, walking for two
days. My family spent a night in Negash, which is not far from Wukro.

15. By early 2021, the Allied Forces controlled most of Tigray and begun to reopen roads
previously closed due to the conflict. In January 2021, once the roads had opened, I went
to Addis Ababa to escape the war and the armed groups forcing people to fight. I had
lived there between 2005 and 2012. My wife and son stayed in Adigrat. It would not have
been safe for them to make the journey. In order to cross the internal borders inside
Ethiopia, I had to pretend I was from Addis Ababa using my ID card issued from the
capital. Tigrayans were not allowed to leave so it was the only way.
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16. The environment in Addis Ababa was very hostile for Tigrayans at that time. There were
random military checkpoints set up where people would be asked to show their ID; for
Tigrayans this marked us out as a target for abuse. We could not find work and Tigrayans
would be randomly detained by the police. I stayed in Addis Ababa for about one month
with my cousin Zeresnay.

17. After about one month, I decided to leave Addis Adaba and make my way to South Sudan
to find work. I did this so I could earn money to provide for my family, who had stayed
in Adrigat. I had previously worked in Juba from 2012 -2019 (after I left Addis Ababa). 1
flew on a working visa from Addis Ababa to Juba.

18. Two weeks after I left Ethiopia, Meron travelled from Tigray to Addis Ababa. This was in
mid-February 2021. She called me to tell me that she had left. She warned me that I needed
to get my wife out of Tigray as soon as possible as the Federal forces were carrying out
mass rapes against the Tigrayan women. She was very frantic and worried about my wife.
She didn’t say more than this, I think it was too painful to talk to me about it.

19. Between February and October 2021, Meron lived in Addis Ababa in our auntie’s house
with our female cousins. She spent her time there in hiding and trying to find a route out
of Ethiopia. She was not able to work, and she did not feel safe leaving the house being a
Tigrayan woman. When our cousin was detained, she understood the danger to her life if
she remained. I recall that most of my conversations with Meron around that time were
about her friends who had already fled to Europe because of the conflict. She would tell
me again and again that she needed to find some way to get somewhere safe. I had been
sending money to Ethiopia from South Sudan and helping her as much as I could. I think
Meron also borrowed money from money lenders. She told me she was using the money
to try to find routes out of Ethiopia. I do not know any of the arrangements as to how she
left Ethiopia and I do not know if she used an agent to help her.

Journey from Ethiopia to France

20. Meron left Ethiopia in October 2021. Our family, who were still in Tigray at this point, did
not know that Meron had left Ethiopia. Meron had been in Addis Ababa and although she
did have a phone, due to the conflict in Tigray communication was cut off. This meant it
was hard to get messages to our family. I was better able to communicate with her as I
was in South Sudan, but we still did not communicate as much as I would have liked
because of the difficult situations we were both in at that time.

21. Meron travelled from Ethiopia to Hungary by plane. I think she felt this was the safest
option as leaving by foot to a neighbouring country was dangerous. I think she may have
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been assisted by someone who helped her to get a visa, and Hungary was the easiest
country to secure a visa from. Although, securing the visa to Hungary was still very
difficult and cost a lot of money. I had been aware of her plans to fly to Hungary, but do
not know if she intended to go to the UK from the outset, or if circumstances changed and
she had no other option but to try and reach England.

22. 1 spoke to Meron about twice a week on the phone after she left Tigray until around a
week before she passed away. All the time, she was telling me she was safe in Europe. She
was travelling by trains through Europe with her friend Niyat Tewelde, who was also a
victim of the tragedy on 23/24 November. As far as I know it was just the two of them
travelling together. I do not know how they met each other or if they left Ethiopia together.

23. I sent Meron money once whilst she was in Europe; it was about a week after she left
Ethiopia. I sent the money through a money transfer where I gave the money to someone
in South Sudan who arranged to get the money to her through connections they had. I
cannot remember exactly where Meron was at the time, I think she was still in Hungary.

24. The last time I heard from her I think she was in Belgium. This was around mid-November
2021. I did not know that she went to France or had any plans to go to the UK. I was not
aware that she had attempted to travel to the UK by lorry or that she was going to attempt
to cross the channel by boat.

Aftermath to the incident

25. I was in South Sudan when I learned that Meron had passed away, a few weeks after the
incident. My friends in Juba became aware of the tragedy and took my phone away from
me so I did not read it online; they were trying to protect me. I do not know how they
found out that she was one of the victims, but I think that there were posts on social media
which included her name as one of the people who died. My friends sat me down and told
me. I could not believe it. I cannot put the grief into words.

26. My friends told me that Henok had been told a few days prior by our uncle, Hailu Berthe,
who lives in Addis Ababa. Henok has since told me that he was invited around to my
uncle’s house and told early in the morning, as is the custom in Ethiopia. I could not
control my grief and avoided speaking to my family for a few weeks after that. I
understand that our parents learned about the tragedy and Meron’s death a couple of
weeks after my brother Henok found out.

Burial
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27. Due to the conflict in Tigray, Meron had to be buried in Lille in France. There were
restrictions on travel to and from the Tigray region, especially from Europe which meant
they could not safely repatriate her body home. I think it was also too expensive. This is a
great source of pain for our family, especially my mother. To this day, my understanding
from Henok is that one of our cousins identified the body and to-date she the only member
of our family who has seen the grave in France. It is our wish that her body is returned to
Ethiopia.

Impact

28. Everyone is feeling grief and sadness, and the family cannot cope with the loss. We cannot
bear to spend time together as a family anymore because we feel Meron’s absence. We
cannot be together without thinking of her, and what we lost. It is a misery every day.

29. Our mother cries every day thinking of Meron. Recently we went to our family home and
removed some pictures of Meron, because our mother cannot cope with seeing them every
day. Even though it has been nearly three years it still feels like a fresh wound for our
family.

30. This has been a heart-breaking experience, and we hope to find closure once and for all.
That is our ultimate desire, but every time we have to think about what happened to her
it rips the pain open again. We want her to be remembered and respected. We need to be
able to process the pain we are feeling so we can continue living our lives. We hope that
the Inquiry can give us the answers and closure we need to be able to continue our lives
without her.

Statement of Truth

I believe the facts stated in this witness statement are true. I understand that proceedings for
contempt of court may be brought against anyone who makes, or causes to made, false
statement in a document verified by a statement of truth without an honest belief in its truth.
Signed:

Date:

Name:
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