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   The status of the “most favored nation” in Africa which Ethiopia has enjoyed in the eyes of the United States maybe in the process of changing. Committed to a policy of withdrawal from some of its far-flung military outposts all over the globe and wary of becoming involved in another foreign civil war, the United States shows evidence of seeking alternatives to its entanglement with Ethiopia. 

   Ethiopia, which for years has depended on the largess of the United States for its military strength, is also indicating that its Western-oriented version of non-alignment could change. Both countries were embarrassed by the disclosures in 1970 by a U. S. Senate subcommittee investigating U. S. military bases overseas. The group’s detailed findings showed a secretive U. S. commitment which resulted in Ethiopia’s receiving more U. S. aid than all African countries combined in recent years. 
The report questioned whether this generosity was “rent” for the large U. S. communications-intelligence facility in Ethiopia or whether the base might be an executive branch pretext to provide Congress with a rationale for supporting the government of emperor Haile Selassie. 

   Projections of U. S. figures of fiscal 1973-77 recently revealed in the Senate indicate no substantive change in the U. S. military and economic aid to Ethiopia. The total for the five-year period was projected at $169. 1 million, compared with $ 31.8 million requested for fiscal 1972 – showing a general extension of the existing flow. 
But for fiscal 1972 and the subsequent five-year period the aid total for Ethiopia will be surpassed by the amount given another black African country -- $ 34.3 million in fiscal 1972 and a projected $ 188.2 million in 1973-77 for Nigeria. 
And Ghana is scheduled to receive $ 36.9 million in fiscal 1972 no five-year projections were released for Ghana but the figures available show two black African countries forging past Ethiopia’s traditional status as the top U. S. aid recipient in sub-Saharan Africa.

   Thus far the United States has also not answered publicly Ethiopia’s request pleas for more modern U. S. military equipment to combat Eritrean rebels. At the same time, perhaps with an eye to the future, Emperor Haile Selassie has broadened his links with other potential military suppliers, including Israel. 

Americans versus Eritrean guerrillas

   The evolving relationship between Ethiopia and the United States seems to have reached some sort of major turning point in late 1970 and early 1971. In one dramatic incident, a U. S. Army mail courier driving through the Eritrean region of Ethiopia was fatally shot January 11, 1971 by bullets fired from a Russian AK-47 or SKS rifle. 
An investigation into the ambush of the Brooklyn G. I. Failed to disclose whether he was slain by bandits operating in the area or by members of the rebel Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF), who are armed with communist weapons. The slaying immediately sparked speculation that the ELF might be embarking on new tactics which could involve the thousands of Americans stationed at the multi-million dollar U. S. communications and intelligence base in that troubled Ethiopian province. 

   While the attack did not signal the start of an all-out offensive against Americans or dictate a U. S. military reaction of pulling up stakes at the hint of hostilities, the gunfire may have been heard by Washington policymakers increasingly sensitive to such a possibility. 

   Another event occurred recently which also could point toward a possible United States pull-out of its costly and awkward military listening post at Kagnew station in Asmara. In December 1970 the United States and Great Britain announced they would construct a joint communications and anchorage facility in the Indian Ocean island of Diego Garcia. Construction at this base in the British Chagos Islands was expected to cost about $ 19 million and to be completed within three years. 

   What the brief announcement did not say was that the new operation could have long-term political and strategic advantages over the existing U. S. facility in Eritrea. First, the new base will be right in the middle of what has become the U. S. – Soviet naval contest in the Indian Ocean while the Ethiopian base, which still handles communications traffic on the Indian Ocean, is isolated on the Red Sea. Secondly, the Diego Garcia base, located on trouble-free British territory, carries with it none of the political vulnerability associated with the tense Ethiopian atmosphere. 

   The extent of U. S. participation in the Eritrean conflict and the potential for further involvement have been the subject of some conjecture in Washington. Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs David Newsom assured a U. S. Senate Foreign Relations subcommittee in June 1970 that the U. S. role was limited to supplying and training Ethiopian troops. “We have committed ourselves to equip and train the Ethiopians for forces to be used for internal security.  At the same time it has been our policy for many years to seek to avoid involvement in the internal security problems of Ethiopia,” he said. 

   A less comforting view of the U. S. presence in that country was taken by Professor Ross Baker of Rutgers University before a House Foreign Affairs subcommittee in October 1970. Baker, an African expert who has studied U. S. aid to Ethiopia, told the group: “The presence of American military personnel in Ethiopia is a very clear sign to anyone who would challenge the right of the Emperor that obviously the United States has a presence there. Whether or not Americans would become actively involved or not is less important than the fact that our program does manifest a great American interest in the existing regime.”

   The explosiveness of the Eritrean situation is but one reason the United States may be reviewing the policy which has made Ethiopia the most favored recipient of American aid in Africa. Another important pressure point directed at U. S. policy is the growing clamor in the U. S. Congress to curtain American bases, troops and commitments in foreign countries. 

The Background to U. S. Involvement

   The American aid to Ethiopia, according to the Senate subcommittee investigation has totalled close to $ 400 million by fiscal 1970; $97.2 million in loans, $131.5 million in grants, $141.7 million in military aid and $700,000 in military equipment sales. Also included was about $6.8 million over the years for training of Ethiopian military personnel, $8.5 million in donations of excess military equipment and the indirect aid represented by the U. S. purchase of about half of the annual Ethiopian coffee crop as well as the service of U. S. Peace Corps volunteers in Ethiopia. 

   The U. S. presence in Ethiopia dates back to shortly after the beginning of World War II. The British first set up a radio station, “Radio Marina” near Asmara in 1941 after they liberated Eritrea from Italian domination. The U. S. Army Signal Corps took over operation of Radio Marina the following year. 

    U. S. Economic assistance to Ethiopia began in 1951, the year after Haile Selassie dispatched about 3,000 U. S. – equipped and transported troops to fight on the Allied side in Korea. In 1953, Ethiopia and the United States concluded diplomatic agreements permitting the United States to use the Kagnew station at Asmara until 1978 in return for the U. S. commitment to equip three Ethiopian divisions of 6,000 men each, according to Newsom’s 1970 Senate testimony. 

   1960 marked an important year in Ethiopian – U. S. relations. First, members of the U. S. – trained Ethiopian Imperial Bodyguard attempted to overthrow the Selassie regime in a coup put down largely through the efforts of the similarly U. S. –trained Ethiopian Air Force. Professor Baker of Rutgers told the House bearings in 1970 that the role of U. S. advisors in that country during the coup was not clear. “Although U. S. military officers steadfastly denied any active role in thwarting the coup (such as piloting the airplanes that attacked the insurgents) some admitted the advisory role,” he commented. 

   That year the United States became even more deeply involved in Ethiopia as the result of the independence of neighboring Somalia. When the Somali Republic was formed east of Ethiopia in 1960, many Somalis pressed irredentist claims to Eastern Ethiopia where nomadic Somali tribesmen traditionally roamed. 
Although the Somali Republic contained a population of about 2.5 million compared with Ethiopia’s 24 million and fielded an army of 2,000 in contrast to the well-trained Ethiopian force of 18,000, Ethiopia asked the United States for more military help to counter the Somali challenge. An agreement was signed that year (which was not revealed to the U. S. Congress until Newsom’s 1970 testimony) that committed the United States to train and equip a 40.000-man Ethiopian military. The United States rebuffed a Somali appeal for U. S. military aid, largely at the request of Haile Selassie, and at the same time it urged the Emperor to reject an offer of Soviet aid for Ethiopia. 

   Two years later the assembly of Eritrea, reportedly under pressure from Ethiopia, relinquished the local autonomy it had held in federation with Ethiopia and voted to become an Ethiopian province. This set the stage for the emergence of anti-Ethiopian rebels in that area which also resulted in further U. S. military aid to the central government. Military aid agreements were signed in 1960, 1963 and 1964. Under these pacts, additional military aid was granted which included a squadron of F-5 Freedom Fighter jet aircraft for the Ethiopian air force. 

   Probably as a result of the cool U. S. reaction to its 1960 request for military aid and the subsequent increase in U. S. arms to Ethiopia, Somalia turned to the Soviet Union and in 1963 concluded an agreement for $35 million in soviet military supplies. This Ethiopian-Somali rivalry was the “arms race” that President Nixon characterized as a hazard to the African continent in his 1970 state of the world message, without ever acknowledging that U. S. policy and the arms had been decisive in fuelling this military contest which still heavily favors Ethiopia.

   The Senate Foreign Relations Subcommittee on U. S. Commitments Abroad commented on this situation in its final report in January 1971. It noted that the United States may have initiated the arms race by agreeing to supply the 40,000-man Ethiopian army at the time the Somalis had a 2,000-man force. “Somalia in turn felt the necessity to go outside to get military support for itself,” the report added, “but its efforts to gain military assistance from the United States failed in part because our relationship with Ethiopia prevented us from responding favourably.” 
The panel further observed that the Soviet Union stepped into the breach with the consequence that “as of today, the United States is supporting one country: the Soviet Union the other. Thus our policies, by proxy, have set up a miniature cold war situation in the eastern portion of Africa.”

Deeper Involvement – or out?

   According to various reports, the United States now faces the decision of whether to escalate its involvement and the arms proliferation in East Africa even further. A 1969 article in Le Monde reported that during a visit to the United States that year, Emperor Haile Selassie plugged for the United States to equip a new Ethiopian division intended to use on the Eritrean front. The fighting in Eritrea stepped up in 1970. 
As a consequence, the Associated Press reported from Asmara on March 16, 1971, a request had been made for the United States to furnish helicopters and M-16 rifles to replace the M-1 rifles being used by Ethiopian troops against the Eritrean guerrillas. The AP dispatch also noted that American officials in Asmara acknowledged that the request was troublesome. Perhaps, the story went on, Americans feared that an influx of modern weapons could intensify an arms race with neighboring Somalia or the Sudan or perhaps prompt Arab states to increase their aid to the ELF rebels. 

   Midst the heightened fighting and the request for additional U. S. aid, the Kagnew communications station became a subject of increasing attention. First, Army Chief of Staff William Westmoreland visited the facility in February 1971 as part of a worldwide trip. 
There was no indication of the purpose of Westmoreland’s visit, but right on his heels came a visit in March by Brigadier General Robert Mayer, commander of the U. S. Strategic Communications Command. Meyer came reportedly with an eye to increasing security at the base in the face of ELF threats to attack base facilities in retaliation for American support of the Ethiopian armed forces. 

   This U. S. base which finds itself in the eye of the Ethiopian storm is staffed by 1,805 defense personnel, who are accompanied by 1,363 dependents, at an annual operating cost of $12.7 million. The total cost of constructing the facility has not been revealed a multi-million dollar effort. The role of this electronics complex has been variously described as that of an intelligence eves-dropping operation, a space tracking station and a naval communications facility. According to Army literature, its main role is to operate and maintain “a major relay station, part of the Defense Communications System.” It also operates a link in the diplomatic, space satellite and worldwide high-level command communications networks. 

   About half of the base’s operations have been devoted to handling transmission for U. S. ships in the Indian Ocean. Another less publicized role is in “cryptologic activities.” In 1970 testimony before the Senate Appropriations Committee, an Army intelligence official acknowledged that funds for the Army’s Ethiopian operations were for cryptologic activities conducted by civilian personnel of the Army Security Agency or the Army Strategic Communications Command. These activities were described as involving various types of intelligence, electronic countermeasures such as jamming, target exploitation and transmission of coded material. 

   If the U. S. electronic base has been the real rationale for generous American aid to Ethiopia over the years, rather than merely a pretext for furnishing aid to Ethiopia as has been alleged, there is reason to suggest that the facility is not indispensable-especially in the awkward geopolitical atmosphere in Eritrea. 
The Senate Foreign Relations “Symington subcommittee” on Overseas Commitments had this to say in 1971 after probing the Kagnew facility: “Some of its earlier missions are now accomplished by satellites; others could be accomplished by facilities in other countries.” The subcommittee report added: “Recently the station has been given a new mission which it is stated now provides justification for further retention of this station. 
In effect, however, the original unique need for Kagnew appears to have been overtaken by events as well as technology.” The same report went on to deal with the increasingly troublesome nature of the Eritrean environment. After noting the earlier U. S. commitment of military equipment and training, the report said, “The presence of Arab-supported Eritrean insurgents in the vicinity of Kagnew station, however, now presents us with the potential for an even greater, more direct involvement of the United States.”

   If the United States is determined to maintain its military base in Ethiopia and to support the government of Haile Selassie, the fighting in Eritrea and the Ethiopian request for additional aid will provide the excuse. However, if U. S. policymakers are looking for a justification for pulling up stakes from an area where U. S. forces could be dragged into another civil war, the construction of the Indian Ocean base on Diego Garcia could provide an escape route. This base should be established well before the lease on Kagnew station expires in 1978, providing an alternative to the potential Ethiopian morass. 

   In early January 1972 the Pentagon confirmed that the United States would assume an important naval role in the Indian Ocean to fill the vacuum created by the British withdrawal from the area. In announcing the new policy, spokesman Jerry Friedhiem acknowledged that the communications facility at Diego Garcia foreshadowed a U. S. decision to move into that part of the world. 

   It remains to be seen, however, whether the military and intelligence community are prepared to dismantle the Kagnew facility and with it the possibility of U. S. involvement in yet another limited war.

                                                     * * * * *

Aida Kidane   aikisw@hotmail.com
October 2010 







