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Spotlight on IP – Trademark protection in Ethiopia 

1. Background 

 
In the past couple of decades, Ethiopia has become attractive to foreign 
direct investment, and domestic businesses in various sectors have rec-
orded outstanding growth. Recent liberalisation initiatives by the govern-
ment have boosted interest from local and foreign businesses, and the 
growth of Ethiopia’s market underlines how important it is to protect in-
tangible assets as much as others.  
 
We thus thought it opportune to dedicate a series of newsletters to IP 
rights and laws in Ethiopia (“Spotlight on IP”). Our Spotlight on IP will 
cover the major IPR laws: from registration and protection to manage-
ment aspects, with a view of encouraging better use of these assets, as 
shown below (in an indicative order). 
 

 
We start our Spotlight on IP looking at trademark protection in Ethiopia 
with the aim of giving a practical overview of the current legislations. 
 

2. Introduction   

 
Trademark protection in Ethiopia was introduced with the 1960 Commer-
cial Code1, although it did not explicitly provide a legal framework for pro-
tecting trademarks apart from recognising them. There was also a miscon-
ception as to their legal status at that time. The understanding of what 
constitutes a trademark has, however, improved over the years: first with 

 
1 Art. 148 of the Commercial Code incorporated trademarks as forming part of patents and stipu-
lated that “[a] business may consist of patents relating to registered inventions, trade-marks, designs 
and models”. 
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the introduction of the Trademark Registration and Protection Proclama-
tion 501/2006 (“Proclamation 501/2006”), then by Protection Regula-
tion 273/2012 (“Regulation 273/2012”) and then several directives.  
 
Under Proclamation 501/2006, a trademark is defined as “… any visible 
sign capable of distinguishing goods or services of one person from those 
of other persons; it includes words, designs, letters, numerals, colors or 
the shape of goods or their packaging or the combinations thereof”. This 
definition is more compatible with the overarching understanding of 
trademarks and with international instruments and the common under-
standing elsewhere in the world. In general, this definition addresses two 
main issues that determine which signs are eligible for registration: types 
of signs and their capabilities (distinctiveness).   
 
Ethiopian law recognises and protects the various forms of trademarks 
shown below, so long as they satisfy the eligibility requirements detailed 
in the next section.  
 

 
 
The territorial nature of IPR makes it imperative that both local and for-
eign businesses register their marks in Ethiopia to ensure better protec-
tion. And trademark protection has been strengthened with Proclamation 
501/2006.   

 

3. Eligibility criteria  

 
For a trademark to be eligible for registration under Proclamation 
501/2006, it must be a visible sign that is distinctive or able to be 
distinguished: 

• Visible signs: these include words, designs, letters, colours, 
shapes, and the like. The requirement of visibility excludes non-
visible signs such as sounds and smell from being registered. 

• Distinctiveness: a sign must have distinguishing ability to be reg-
istered. That is, a sign should be able to distinguish the goods 
and/or services of one trader from those of others. Under Ethio-
pian law, a sign may possess distinctiveness inherently or through 
use.  
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Proclamation 501/2006 also lists2 trademarks not eligible for registration. 
These include (besides non-visible and non-distinctive trademarks) marks 
that are contrary to public order or morality, descriptive marks, and ge-
neric marks. These are absolute grounds for refusal. Art. 7 of Proclama-
tion 501/2006 on the other hand stipulates for relative grounds for refusal, 
which are mainly based on prior rights of third parties. For the purpose of 
this provision, third-party rights emanate from earlier registered trade-
marks (or trademarks with earlier application dates) and unregistered 
trademarks (rights acquired through use). 

 

4. Registration 

 
Protection is granted to all registered marks, which entails obtaining a 
registration certificate from the Ethiopian Intellectual Property Of-
fice (“EIPO”). In exceptional circumstances, protection may be ac-
quired through use. The EIPO’s establishment proclamation3 grants the 
EIPO the power to receive and process trademark applications. The key 
steps of the trademark registration process are shown below.  

 
4.1. Application 

 
To initiate the registration process, the business owner, including if 
foreign, must submit the apposite application form to the EIPO; this 
can also be done online: the online application system underlines the im-
portance Ethiopia places on trademark protection. The application must 
be accompanied by copies of reproduction of the trademark, a list of 
goods and services and corresponding NICE classification numbers as 
well as proof of payment of government fee. If filed through an agent, a 
duly authenticated power of attorney must also be submitted. For foreign 
trademarks, applications need to be submitted through an agent domiciled 
in Ethiopia. Ethiopian law recognises the right of priority; therefore, for 
a trademark filed within six months from the date it was first filed in a 
foreign country, the application date will be the date of application in the 
foreign country. A copy of the earlier application must be submitted. As 
Ethiopia has not signed any of the major international instruments on IP, 
including the Paris Convention, foreign business owners are advised 
to have their marks registered in Ethiopia to obtain greater 

 
2 Arts. 6(1) and 7 of Proclamation 501/2006. 
3 Ethiopian Intellectual Property Office Establishment Proclamation 320/2003 and Arts. 6(1) and 

8 of Proclamation 501/2006. 

Dispute 
resolution

Registration

Publication

or 

opposition

Examination:

a) formality, 
and

b) substantive

Application



  
 

 

   

4 

This document is provided as a service to clients and other friends for educational purposes only.  
It should not be construed or relied on as legal advice or to create a lawyer-client relationship. 
 

protection. 
 

4.2. Examination 
 

The EIPO is mandated with carrying out an examination before register-
ing a trademark. The purpose is to ascertain whether the application 
satisfies the legal requirements. The examination consists of a formal-
ity and a substantive step:   

• Formality examination: this consists of reviewing the applica-
tion to ensure that the formality requirements4 are satisfied, e.g., 
the application includes the required information and documents 
mentioned above. 

• Substantive examination: this consists of scrutinising the appli-
cation, e.g., examining the mark to verify that it meets the defini-
tion of trademarks and the eligibility criteria in Proclamation 
501/2006. Substantive examination is carried out5 to decide on el-
igibility based on the criteria under Art. 7 of Proclamation 
501/2006. Directive 647/2020 further elaborates the substantive 
examination and the process EIPO officers must follow in carry-
ing it out. The EIPO should notify trademark applicants of its de-
cision within 10 days from completion of the examination. 

 
4.3. Publication and opposition  

 
If the EIPO conclude that the trademark is eligible for registration, an 
invitation to oppose the registration is published in a nationwide newspa-
per. Anyone who wishes to object has 60 days from the date of publication 
to send the EIPO a statement of opposition (inc. the grounds for opposi-
tion) and supporting documents, and to pay the related fee. The 60-days 
period may be extended for an additional 60 days if the opposer submits 
a request for an extension before the first 60 days expire. The EIPO sends 
the applicant any statements of opposition within 30 days from their sub-
mission date. The applicant has 90 days to respond to opposition unless 
the period is extended by the EIPO6. The EIPO must issue its decision 
within 90 days from the date of filing the response to the opposition (if 
filed timely). The EIPO’s decision becomes effective after 60 days from 
the date the parties are notified of the decision if not appealed. A trade-
mark is deemed abandoned if a statement of opposition or an appeal 
against the EIPO’s decision is not filed timely. 

 
4.4. Registration 

 
If no opposition is submitted or the opposition is rejected, the EIPO no-
tifies the applicant that the trademark is eligible for registration and 

 
4 Art. 8 of Proclamation 501/2006 and Art. 14(1–4) of Regulation 273/2012. 
5 Art. 16(1) of Proclamation 501/2006. 
6 As stated in Arts. 19 and 20 of Regulation 273/2012. 
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requests payment of the fee. If the trademark contains elements that are 
not eligible for registration under Art. 5(3) of Proclamation 501/2006, the 
EIPO will request the applicant to disclaim – as a condition for registra-
tion – all exclusive rights over those elements. The applicant has 90 days 
from the date of the request to pay the fee/disclaim exclusive rights. In 
the event of failure to timely pay the fee/disclaim exclusive rights, the 
trademark application is deemed abandoned.  
 
A trademark is deemed abandoned also in the following cases:  

• the applicant withdraws its application at any stage of the process 
by sending the EIPO written notice; 

• the applicant fails to respond to the EIPO’s decision within the 
time limit stated in the regulation or proclamation or by an author-
ised extended deadline; 

• the applicant fails to take the measures to fully satisfy the require-
ments for registration requested by the EIPO; and 

• the applicant fails to appeal the EIPO’s decision in the way pro-
vided by law or the appeal is rejected.  

 

5. Validity period and renewals 

 
Trademark registration is valid for seven years from the application 
date if not cancelled or invalidated under Proclamation 506/2006.  
 
This period can be renewed for consecutive seven-year periods (no limit 
on the number of renewals) at the trademark owner’s request by submit-
ting proof of payment and, when necessary, proof of use. No changes may 
be made to the trademark or the list of goods or services at the time of 
renewal, except the removal of certain goods or services.  
 
Renewal requests must be submitted within three or six months after the 
registration period expires: if submitted within three months, the applicant 
will only pay renewal fee; if within six, a penalty is added. A trademark not 
renewed within these periods is deemed abandoned or cancelled.  
 

6. Rights conferred  

 
A registered trademark’s owner has the right to use the trademark in rela-
tion to any goods or services for which it has been registered and to grant 
others the right to do so under a licence agreement. Licence agreements 
must be in writing and indicate the extent of use permitted.  
 
Extent of use can be covered under scope of a licence agreement and may 
include, for instance, use in relation to all or only some of the goods/ser-
vices for which the trademark is registered. Licence agreements must be 
submitted to the EIPO for registration. Licence agreements that include 
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no provisions on effective quality control of the goods/services by the 
trademark owner are void.  
 
A trademark owner also has the right to prevent others from:  

• using a trademark or sign resembling its trademark in such a way 
as to be likely to mislead the public for goods or services for which 
the trademark is registered or for other goods or services for which 
use of the trademark or sign is likely to mislead the public;  

• using a trademark, or a sign resembling it, without just cause and 
in a way likely to be prejudicial to the trademark owner’s interests; 
and  

• engaging in other similar infringement activities.  

 
Trademark owners may not:  

• prevent third parties from using the trademark in relation to goods 
lawfully sold under that trademark in any country if the goods have 
not undergone any change; or  

• prevent others from importing goods under the trademark if they 
are not counterfeit, have not undergone any change or are bought 
legally from outside Ethiopia. By incorporating this exception, 
Proclamation 501/2006 recognises the theory of parallel importa-
tion.  

 

7. Cancellation and invalidation 

 
7.1. Cancellation   

 
An interested party may request cancellation on the grounds of non-use, 
i.e., non-use without legitimate reason in Ethiopia in relation to any of the 
goods or services for which it is registered for three consecutive years pre-
ceding the date of the cancellation request.  

 
A trademark may not be cancelled if non-use is due to force majeure. It is 
only partially cancelled if the trademark owner proves that non-use con-
cerns only some of the registered goods/services. 

 
7.2. Invalidation 

 
An interested party may request that a trademark be invalidated solely on 
the grounds that it did not originally meet the eligibility criteria. In other 
words, a trademark registered in violation of the requirements under Arts. 
6 and 7 of Proclamation 501/2006 may be invalidated.  
 
The EIPO may invalidate a trademark at its own discretion, after duly no-
tifying the trademark owner.  
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8. Dispute resolution  

 
Any person aggrieved by a final decision of the EIPO may file an appeal 
with the EIPO and, if the outcome is unsatisfactory, with a competent 
court, in accordance with the proclamation, regulation and directives ap-
plicable to trademarks. Following the establishment of the IP tribunal at 
the EIPO7, a person aggrieved by the EIPO’s decision has 60 days from 
the date of the tribunal’s final decision to submit an appeal. The tribunal 
has the power to review, with respect to trademarks:  

• applications for cancellation/invalidation;  

• decisions on registration and on oppositions; and 

• compulsory licence requests by the government or persons.  

Requests to prevent immediate enforceability of an EIPO decision’ must 
be submitted within 15 days from the date of the decision. Tribunal deci-
sions require the approval of the EIPO’s director general.  
 
Any person aggrieved by a decision of the tribunal may appeal before a 
court with jurisdiction: the Federal First High Court has jurisdiction to 
hear appeals against EIPO/tribunal decisions, and the federal first-in-
stance courts have jurisdiction over trademark infringement and other, 
connected, extracontractual liabilities.  
 
 

9. Conclusion  

 
The territorial nature of IPR makes it imperative that local and foreign 
businesses register their marks in Ethiopia to ensure better protection. 
Doing so will also help businesspersons prevent competitors – be they in 
Ethiopia or outside the scope of application of international IPR instru-
ments – from infringing on a trademark and affecting its goodwill and 
reputation.   
 
 
  

 
7 By Directive 642/2020. 
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