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UNDERSTANDING ETHIOPIA'S
COPYRIGHT LAW: WHAT CREATORS AND
BUSINESSES SHOULD KNOW

1. Introduction

Copyright is a fundamental branch of intellectual property law that protects the original literary,
artistic, and scientific works produced through human creativity and intellectual effort. Whether a
person writes a book, composes music, develops software, paints a work of art, or creates any other
original expression, copyright law grants that creator exclusive legal rights over the use of the
work. The primary purpose of copyright is to ensure that creators are recognized and rewarded for
their intellectual contributions while encouraging continued creativity, innovation, and cultural
development.

In Ethiopia, copyright protection is principally governed by the Copyright and Neighbouring
Rights Protection Proclamation No. 410/2004, as amended by Proclamation No. 872/2014. This
legal framework establishes the rights of authors and creators, regulates the lawful use of protected
works, and balances the interests of creators with the broader public interest in education, research,
and access to knowledge.

I1. Purpose and Importance of Copyright Protection

The Ethiopian copyright regime is founded on the recognition that literary, artistic, and scientific
works significantly contribute to the country's cultural, educational, economic, technological, and
social development. Copyright protection therefore serves not merely private interests but also
broader national development objectives.

By granting authors exclusive rights over the exploitation of their works, the law enables creators
to derive economic benefits from their intellectual efforts. At the same time, the protection of
creative works encourages innovation, enriches cultural expression, promotes investment in
creative industries, and ultimately benefits society as a whole.

The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia Constitution further reinforces this principle by

recognizing both tangible and intangible products of creativity as forms of private property
deserving constitutional protection.

II1. Works Protected Under Copyright Law
Ethiopian copyright law protects original works created in the literary, scientific, and artistic fields.

Protected works include literary publications such as books, articles, speeches, and computer
programs; musical compositions; dramatic and choreographic works; audiovisual productions;
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paintings, sculptures, drawings, photographs, architectural works, and derivative works including
translations, adaptations, compilations, and arrangements.

However, copyright protection does not extend to ideas, concepts, methods, systems, principles,
discoveries, or mere factual information. Likewise, official legislative, judicial, and administrative
texts, together with their official translations, are excluded from copyright protection. The law
therefore distinguishes between protecting the expression of an idea and protecting the idea itself.
While ideas remain freely available for public use, the particular manner in which they are
expressed may qualify for copyright protection.

IV. Requirements for Copyright Protection

For copyright protection to arise under Ethiopian law, two essential conditions must be satisfied.
First, the work must be original, meaning that it originates from the intellectual effort of the author
and is not copied from another source. Second, the work must be fixed in a tangible form that
allows it to be perceived, reproduced, or otherwise communicated.

One of the defining characteristics of Ethiopian copyright law is that protection arises
automatically upon the creation of the work. Unlike patents or trademarks, copyright does not
require registration, publication, or compliance with any administrative formalities. Consequently,
an original work becomes legally protected immediately upon its creation and fixation.

V. Rights of the Copyright Owner
Copyright grants authors two distinct categories of rights: economic rights and moral rights.

Economic rights provide authors with exclusive authority to exploit their works commercially.
These rights include the exclusive power to reproduce, translate, adapt, distribute, publicly
perform, publicly display, broadcast, import, rent, or otherwise communicate their works to the
public. Economic rights enable creators to receive financial compensation from the commercial
use of their intellectual creations.

Under Ethiopian law, economic rights generally remain protected throughout the lifetime of the
author and continue for fifty years following the author's death. Upon expiry of this period, the
work enters the public domain and may be freely used by the public.

In addition to economic rights, authors possess moral rights, which safeguard their personal
relationship with their works. These include the right to be recognized as the author, the right to
publish the work, the right to remain anonymous or use a pseudonym, and the right to object to
any distortion, alteration, or mutilation that may prejudice their honour or reputation. Unlike
economic rights, moral rights cannot be transferred during the author's lifetime and remain with
the creator regardless of any assignment of commercial rights.

VI. Limitations and Exceptions to Copyright
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Although copyright grants exclusive rights to creators, those rights are not absolute. Ethiopian law
recognizes several statutory exceptions that permit the use of protected works without the
authorization of the copyright owner under specific circumstances.

These exceptions include limited reproduction for personal use, quotation for purposes such as
criticism, commentary, or research, reproduction for teaching, preservation by libraries and
archives, reporting current events, certain private performances, and compulsory licensing in the
public interest. These limitations seek to balance the legitimate interests of authors with society's
need for access to education, information, research, and cultural development.

VII. Ownership of Copyright

As a general principle, the individual who creates a work is regarded as its original copyright
owner. However, Ethiopian law recognizes several exceptions to this rule.

Where a work is produced jointly by multiple authors, they become joint owners of the economic
rights unless otherwise agreed. In the case of collective works prepared under the initiative and
direction of another person, ownership generally belongs to the person who organized the creation
of the work.

Similarly, where an employee creates a work within the scope of employment or pursuant to a
contract of service, the employer is ordinarily regarded as the owner of the economic rights unless
the parties have agreed otherwise. Nevertheless, even in employment situations, the author retains
his or her moral rights.

Special rules also apply to audiovisual works, where the producer ordinarily owns the economic
rights while the individual creative contributors retain recognition as authors together with their
moral rights.

VIII. Assignment and Licensing of Copyright

Economic rights may be transferred through assignment or licensing agreements. An assignment
transfers ownership of specified economic rights to another person, whereas a licence merely
authorizes another person to exercise certain rights without transferring ownership.

Under Ethiopian law, any assignment of copyright must be made in writing. Furthermore, only
those rights expressly specified in the agreement are considered transferred. Where the agreement
does not specify a duration, assignments remain effective for ten years, while licences continue for
five years.

The law further protects authors against the non-use of assigned rights. Where the assignee or
licensee fails to exercise the transferred rights and such failure prejudices the author's legitimate

interests, the author may revoke the agreement after the statutory period prescribed by law.

IX. Protection of Neighbouring Rights
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Beyond copyright protection, Ethiopian law also recognizes neighbouring rights, which protect
persons who contribute to making creative works available to the public without necessarily being
the original authors.

Neighbouring rights extend to performers, producers of sound recordings, and broadcasting
organizations. These right holders enjoy exclusive rights over the reproduction, distribution,
broadcasting, public communication, and commercial exploitation of their performances,
recordings, and broadcasts. Performers additionally benefit from moral rights protecting their
professional reputation and recognition.

The duration of neighbouring rights varies according to the category of right holder, with
performers and producers generally enjoying protection for fifty years, while broadcasting
organizations receive protection for twenty years.

X. Copyright Infringement and Available Remedies

Copyright infringement occurs whenever a person performs an act reserved exclusively for the
copyright owner without obtaining the necessary authorization. Such acts include unauthorized
reproduction, adaptation, translation, public performance, broadcasting, distribution, or
importation of protected works.

The law provides both civil and criminal remedies against infringement. Civil remedies include
injunctions preventing further infringement, monetary compensation for both material and moral
damages, confiscation of infringing copies, and destruction of unlawful reproductions. Ethiopian
law establishes a statutory minimum amount for moral damages in copyright cases.

Where infringement is committed intentionally or through gross negligence, criminal liability may
also arise. Penalties include rigorous imprisonment, monetary fines, and confiscation or
destruction of infringing goods and equipment used in committing the offence.

The law additionally empowers courts to issue provisional measures designed to prevent imminent
infringement or preserve evidence. Border enforcement measures further enable customs
authorities to suspend the release of imported goods suspected of violating copyright.

XI. Collective Management Societies

The amendments introduced by Proclamation No. 872/2014 established the legal framework for
Collective Management Societies in Ethiopia. These organizations are non-profit entities formed
by copyright owners to administer their rights collectively.

Collective Management Societies negotiate licences, collect royalties from users of protected
works, distribute revenues to right holders, establish royalty schemes, and perform various
administrative functions that would otherwise be difficult for individual creators to undertake
independently. The law also regulates the percentage of royalties that may be deducted for
administrative purposes and provides rules governing works whose owners cannot be identified.
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XII. Practical Considerations for Creators and Businesses

Authors and creators should maintain adequate records demonstrating the creation and ownership
of their works and should ensure that their works are fixed in a tangible form. Although registration
is unnecessary, the use of copyright notices may strengthen evidentiary claims regarding
ownership. Creators should also understand that while economic rights may be transferred, their
moral rights remain protected throughout their lifetime.

Businesses, educational institutions, media organizations, and other users of copyrighted works
should carefully assess whether their intended use requires permission or falls within one of the
statutory exceptions. Where commercial use is intended, obtaining the necessary licences and
paying applicable royalties are essential to avoid legal liability. Given the complexity of copyright
law, legal advice should be sought whenever uncertainty exists regarding the lawful use of
protected works.

XIII. Conclusion

Copyright law in Ethiopia provides comprehensive legal protection for the products of human
creativity by recognizing both the economic and personal interests of authors while simultaneously
promoting public access to knowledge and culture. Through the Copyright and Neighbouring
Rights Protection Proclamation No. 410/2004, as amended by Proclamation No. 872/2014,
Ethiopia has established a modern legal framework that supports innovation, protects intellectual
property, and encourages continued cultural, scientific, and technological development.

Understanding the principles of copyright law is therefore essential for creators, businesses,
educational institutions, and the general public. A clear appreciation of these legal protections
promotes respect for intellectual property rights, reduces the risk of infringement, and contributes
to a more innovative and legally compliant creative economy.
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