
NEWS LESSONS / The Facebook friend request that led to three years in jail / Upper intermediate
•P

HOTOCOPIA
BLE•

CAN BE D
OW

NLOADED

FROM W
EBSIT

E© Springer Nature Limited 2019. Macmillan Education is part of the Springer Nature Group.

 The Facebook friend request that led to three years in jail    

 Level 2 l  Upper intermediate

Key words2

Warmer1

Match the key words with the definitions. Then find them in the article to read them in context. The 
paragraph numbers are given to help you.

1. famous for something bad __________________________ (para 2)

2. when it is said that someone has done something wrong or committed a crime 
__________________________ (para 2)

3. an extremely unpleasant experience, especially one that lasts for a long time __________________________ 
(para 3)

4. decide that something is true after looking at all the evidence you have __________________________  
(para 3)

5. an unfair action or event __________________________ (para 4)

6. take someone to a police station because it is believed that they have committed a crime 
__________________________ (para 4) 

7. said to be not guilty of the crime someone said you did __________________________ (para 5)

8. the act of letting someone leave a place such as a prison __________________________ (para 5)

9. send someone accused of a crime to the country where the crime was committed for a trial 
__________________________ (para 9)

10. the process of asking someone a lot of questions in an angry or threatening way, in order to get information 
__________________________ (para 10)

11. lawyers whose job is to prove in court that someone accused of a crime is guilty 
__________________________ (para 12)

12. officially said not to be guilty of something __________________________ (para 18)

a. Write the names of all the social media sites that you have heard of.

b. Which groups do you think are most likely to use each of these social media sites? E.g. teenagers, 
millennials, business people …

Collocations3
Make collocations that are important to the story, and write them next to their meanings.

1. ____________________________

2. ____________________________

3. ____________________________

someone who commits the crime of moving people illegally, often to 
a different country, for money

officially given the right to stay in a country because you may face 
dangers if you return to your own country 

a situation in which a person is thought to be someone else

 
asylum mistaken granted human identity trafficker

 
ordeal arrest prosecutors conclude extradite injustice

interrogation accused notorious cleared release acquitted
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The wrong man: the Facebook friend 
request that led to three years in jail  
Lorenzo Tondo   
9 August, 2019

1 Every morning for three years, a prison guard 
would wake him by calling someone else’s name. 
At court, a judge would order him to stand and sit 
down, using a name that was not his.

2 Medhanie Tesfamariam Berhe was the victim  
of what has become one of Italy’s most  
notorious cases of mistaken identity. In May 
2016, he was accused of being one of the world’s 
most wanted human traffickers, Medhanie 
Yehdego Mered. While the real people smuggler 
was living a good life in Africa, Berhe, who had 
earned his money milking cows, faced up to 14 
years in jail.

3 His ordeal began when he sent a Facebook friend 
request to Mered’s wife because he thought she 
was pretty. This led investigators to conclude he 
was the smuggler using a new identity.

4 “More than once, I thought about taking my life,” 
Berhe, 32, told the Guardian. “When you suffer 
such an injustice and discover you’re helpless 
to do anything about it, you lose the will to live. 
Try to see it my way: I wasn’t arrested; I was 
kidnapped, and my three years in jail were like 
an endless nightmare, which all started with a 
friendship on Facebook.”

5 The story ended in July 2019 when a judge 
in Sicily acquitted Berhe of human trafficking, 
confirmed he was a victim of mistaken identity 
and ordered his immediate release.

6 Today, Berhe has been granted asylum by 
Italy and lives as a free man in a small flat in 
Palermo’s historic centre. His years in jail have 
made him not want to give information about 
himself or trust people.

7 “Sometimes, I’m terrified the police will arrest me 
and my nightmare will start all over again,” he 
said. “From that hellish day I was arrested, my life 
will never be the same.”

8 On the afternoon of 24 May 2016, Berhe, a 
refugee from Eritrea, was drinking coffee in a 
bar on the outskirts of Khartoum, the Sudanese 
capital, when six police officers pulled a hood over 
his head, took him away and forced him onto a 
flight to Rome.

9 After his arrest, Berhe was the first human 
smuggler to be extradited from Africa. But when 

he arrived in Italy, he had no idea what he was 
supposed to have done wrong.

10 “I thought they wanted to extradite me to Eritrea 
because I had deserted the military,” he said. 
“During my first interrogation in Rome, they told 
me I was Mered, a human trafficker. I thought 
they were crazy.”

11 Berhe was eventually transferred to Palermo’s 
Pagliarelli prison before his long and controversial 
trial. Two DNA tests, many witnesses and 
reporting by the Guardian and New Yorker, who 
spoke to the real smuggler, all suggested his 
innocence, but the ordeal continued.

12 The real smuggler had been in jail in the Middle 
East – most likely the United Arab Emirates –  
for using a forged passport when Italian 
prosecutors travelled to Sudan and arrested 
Berhe in his place. 

13 A few months earlier, Sicilian prosecutors had 
learned that an Eritrean named Medhanie had 
become Facebook friends with the trafficker’s 
wife, Lidya Tesfu. They decided this account 
must be Mered’s because he and Berhe’s had 
the same first name. Britain’s National Crime 
Agency gave the telephone number linked to the 
Facebook account to Sicilian prosecutors, who 
followed it to Khartoum.

14 “If I could go back in time, I’d cut off the finger 
I used to send a friend request to that woman 
in the autumn of 2015,” Berhe said. “How could 
I have known she was Mered’s wife? She just 
looked nice. That Facebook contact got me into 
this crazy situation.”

15 Lidya Tesfu said in court that Berhe was not her 
husband, but the prosecutor Calogero Ferrara did 
not believe her. At the end of the trial, he gave 
Berhe a 14-year prison sentence.

16 Meanwhile, it had been revealed by the Guardian 
and the Swedish broadcaster SVT that Mered 
had been released from jail in the UAE and 
was spending his huge trafficking earnings in 
the Ugandan capital, Kampala, where he was a 
regular in nightclubs.

17 “I knew that, while I was in prison, Mered was 
enjoying his freedom somewhere in Africa,” 
Berhe said. “But I don’t blame him. It’s not his 
fault I was arrested in Khartoum, and he didn’t 
keep me in jail for three years.”

18 Berhe was cleared of trafficking but found guilty 
of the smaller crime of aiding illegal immigration 
for having helped his cousin reach Libya. 
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Comprehension check 4

Using the key words5
Use some of the key words in task 2 to complete the sentences. Change the form of the words as 
necessary.

1. Italian prosecutors __________________________ that Berhe was the criminal they were looking for.

2. Six police officers __________________________ him in a bar in Sudan in 2016.

3. He was __________________________ from Africa to Italy and taken to Rome.

4. There, he was __________________________ of a crime he knew nothing about.

5. He was __________________________ in Rome and then transferred to a prison in Palermo.

6. In 2019, he was __________________________ of the crime of human trafficking and he was released  
from prison.

Because he had already spent three years in jail, 
the judge ordered his immediate release.

19 Now that he can stay in Italy, Berhe has the rest 
of his life ahead of him. “People ask me what I’m 
going to do now that I’m free,” he said. “Well, first 
I need to realize that my nightmare is over and 

this freedom is not a dream. And if it is, I beg you: 
don’t wake me up.”

© Guardian News and Media 2019
First published in The Guardian, 09/08/19

Choose the best answers to complete the sentences.

1. Berhe comes from …

a. Sudan.
b. the United Arab Emirates.
c. Eritrea.

2.  He sent a Facebook friend request to …

a. a human trafficker.
b. a human trafficker’s wife.
c. an Italian prosecutor.

3.  While Berhe was in prison in Sicily, the real human trafficker was spending lots of money in …

a. Sicily.
b. Uganda.
c. the United Arab Emirates.

4.  Berhe spent …

a. one year
b. three years
c. 14 years 

… in prison for a crime he did not commit.



NEWS LESSONS / The Facebook friend request that led to three years in jail / Upper intermediate
•P

HOTOCOPIA
BLE•

CAN BE D
OW

NLOADED

FROM W
EBSIT

E© Springer Nature Limited 2019. Macmillan Education is part of the Springer Nature Group.

 The Facebook friend request that led to three years in jail   

 Level 2 l  Upper intermediate

Discussion 7
• Which social media sites do you use regularly?

• How often do you post or update your profile?

• Are there any social media sites that you used to use but no longer do? Give more details.

• How do you respond to unwanted friend requests?

• Have you ever sent a friend request to someone you don’t personally know? Give more details.

Staying safe on social media6
a. Write one word in each gap to complete these rules for staying safe on Facebook. 

1. Never share your p_______________.

2. Think before you p_______________ something.

3. Adjust your p_______________ settings, and review them often.

4. Only accept friend requests from people you know p_______________.

5. Report things that look s_______________.

b. Think of three further rules for staying safe on social media.  

___________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________
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KEY

2 Key words

1. notorious
2. accused
3. ordeal
4. conclude
5. injustice
6. arrest 
7. acquitted
8. release
9. extradite
10. interrogation
11. prosecutors
12. cleared

3 Collocations

1. human trafficker
2. granted asylum
3. mistaken identity

4 Comprehension check

1. c
2. b
3. b
4. b

5 Using the key words

1. concluded 
2. arrested 
3. extradited 
4. accused 
5. interrogated 
6. cleared/acquitted

6 Staying safe on social media

a.
1. password
2. post
3. privacy
4. personally
5. suspicious


