Eritrean conflict

DEFERRED RESULT OF COLONIAL

MAP-MAKING, GEOPOLITICS AND RELIGION

By John Franklin Campbell

AFRICA REPORT, MAY 1977

pp.19-20

     Since 1961, guerrillas of the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) have battled the army and police forces of Ethiopia's coastal province, suffering casualties (according to a recent US State Department estimate) of "on the order of two or three hundred a year killed."

      Who are the ELF partisans, and what are they fighting for?  Where do they get their weapons, and what chance of success do they stand against Haile Selassie's 40,000-man, US-equipped armed forces?

     The outside world knows little of the nature and origins of the conflict.  The story, however, is simple enough.  The Eritrean rebellion, fuelled by a mix of geo-polities and religion, is the long-deferred result of European colonial boundaries which cut across African ethnic and religious lines. 

      Ethiopia wants to hold its Eritrean ports on the Red Sea, Massawa and Assab, through which 70 per cent of its foreign trade flows.  Dissidents in Eritrea, who are mainly Muslims, want local autonomy and closer ties to the Arab world.

The root of the conflict go back at least a century.  In the 1880s the Italians began to grab portions of Ethiopia's coastline, which for the previous two centuries had been controlled by the Ottoman Empire.  

     By 1890 they bad penetrated about 150 miles inland, establishing their colonial capital at Asmara, 7,500 feet above the Red Sea.  Further expansion was halted when Emperor Menelik's Ethiopian Army annihilated an Italian invasion force at Adowa in 1896.  

     But for the next four decades, the colonizers retained their coastal enclave, naming it "Eritrea," and using it, in 1935, as the staging base for Mussolini's conquest of the Ethiopian Empire.

     Long before the Europeans came, Muslim neighbors were the traditional enemies of the Ethiopian monarchy.  Since the fifth century AD, all Ethiopian emperors have professed the Coptic Christian faith.  In war after war, they have defended their realm against would-be Islamic conquerors.  

     Much of the fighting has occurred near the northern coast in what is now Eritrea, a territory that changed hands more than a dozen times in the last twelve centuries.  Not surprisingly, today about half of Eritrea's population of slightly less than two million professes Islam, and the remaining half is Christian.

     Most Eritreans speak Tigrinya, a language derived from the ancient language of northern Abyssinia (with some Arabic borrowings) and not closely related to Amharic.  Though comprising a mere 8 per cent of the total population of the Empire, Eritreans contribute substantially to the economy and boast a literacy rate three to four times higher than the national average. 

      Nearly a million Eritrean Muslims feel excluded from the mainstream of a militantly Christian culture and political system; their plight is like that of the Roman Catholics of Northern Ireland.

     Since 1941, when British forces liberated "Italian East Africa," Eritrea has experienced three forms of government, each of them lasting about ten years.  From 1941-52 it was under British military administration, while the UN and the great powers debated the future status of Italy's ex-colonies. 

      The decision was left to the UN General Assembly, which on December 2, 1950 adopted a resolution sponsored by the US and thirteen other countries recommending that "Eritrea shall constitute an autonomous unit federated with Ethiopia."

     The UN Federation scheme was on uneasy compromise, giving Eritrea local autonomy and its own political institutions while assuring Ethiopia secure access to the sea and full control over the defense, foreign affairs, currency, and port administration of the maritime territory. 

      Three main Eritrean political parties: the Unionists, the Liberals, and the Muslim League, organized during the British occupation, contested for parliamentary power in Eritrea's elected Assembly and Federation Government, headed by a Chief Executive.  Political parties were not allowed in the thirteen Ethiopian provinces to the South, which continued to be governed in traditional fashion.  

     In the 1950s, splits soon developed between the Emperor's viceroys in Asmara and the Federation government, and complaints were beard of violations of local autonomy, use of tax funds for Imperial, rather than local, interests, and suppression of criticism of the Addis government.  

     Ethiopia, for its part, watched with concern the growth of militant Arab nationalism along its borders and began to worry about the loyalty of its Eritrean subjects.  

     Finally in 1962, the year of Nasser's intervention in Yemen, the Eritrean Assembly voted to end the federation experiment and accept full integration into the Ethiopian Empire.  ELF leaders charge that the swift vote was induced by bribery and coercion, and in any case is "illegal" since it unilaterally altered a decision of the UN.

     Fully a year before the Assembly vote, however, Muslim violence had broken out in parts of Western Eritrea, and the ELF dates it’s founding from the repression of those outbreaks by Government troops in 1961.  A few embattled Muslims escaped across the border to the Sudan, making contact with other political exiles from the early Federation period and the days of British rule. 

      For the last decade these disparate elements -ex-Muslim Leaguers joined by a few Eritrean Christians-have been protesting Ethiopia's "annexation" of Eritrea, and collecting arms and money from Arab governments to organize a civil war.

     Syria has been their staunchest supporter.  For more than five years, Radio Damascus has broadcast appeals for revolution in Eritrea, and since 1967 it has boasted that ELF "commandos" are receiving training "shoulder-to-shoulder" with the Palestinian fedayeen. 

      Iraq has also given the rebels training facilities, and ELF broadcasts give thanks for token support from China and Cuba as well.  Prior to the June, 1967 war, conservative regimes in Libya and Saudi Arabia were financially aiding the rebels, and recently they have been followed by Kuwait. 

      The United Arab Republic, however, has offered no overt encouragement to the ELF.  Sudan has blown hot and cold, reflecting its own changing internal politics, but is said now to be making some effort to control the use of its neighboring territory as "sanctuary" for the ELF, lest Ethiopia give aid and comfort to Sudanese insurgents along the southern Nile.

       Somalia, geographically remote from Eritrea and more concerned with border claims in the Ogaden, does not appear to have been a major source of outside help, but the People's Democratic Republic of (Southern) Yemen is believed to provide some logistical support from across the Red Sea in Aden.

     Most of this support has been more moral than material, for the main armament of the guerrillas, judged by weapons captured, continues to be British Enfield rifles of World War II vintage.  But a few Soviet AK-47s have also begun to turn up, and sophisticated explosives have been used against railway bridges in Eritrea. 

     Ethiopian and Western sources estimate the total number of armed guerrillas at between 1,500 and 2,000, as against 5,000 government troops and 4,000 Eritrean "police-commandos" stationed in the province. 

      By ambushing police posts, hijacking trains and trucks, assassinating government sympathizers, levying "taxes" in the villages, and bombing communications and power stations, the guerrillas have created a climate of fear and uncertainty and have rendered most of the roads unsafe for travel after dark.  

Thus far the remote parts of the province in the west and north, which are mainly Muslim, seem most heavily affected, while the more populous Christian highlands and the port cities remain bastions of government authority. 

      The ELF's most spectacular acts have actually occurred outside Eritrea: 

Beginning in 1969, the Front has carried out a number of hijackings and bomb attacks against Ethiopian Air Lines passenger planes in transit to foreign countries.

     Little is known of the "mystery men" who direct the ELF campaign.  On paper, the Front is governed by a ten-man Revolutionary Council composed of nine Muslims and one Christian Eritrean. 

      Its titular president and head is an aging political exile, Idris Mohammed Adum; his deputy (and the sole Christian in the group) is Tedla Bairu, an ex-Unionist Party leader and Chief Executive of Eritrea in the 1950s, who defected from the government ranks five years ago and now travels between Western European capitals. 

      Most visible of the ELF leadership is "Secretary-general" Osman Saleh Sabbe, who has held press interviews in Beirut, Damascus, Amman, and Baghdad.  While Bairu preaches "autonomy" and "UN legality," Sabbe and Radio Damascus stress that the "independence" of an "Arab Eritrea" is the Front's goal. 

      Other Eritreans in exile say they are fighting against the "reactionary" and "autocratic" character of Haile Selassie's government.  But there is no evidence that the ELF has made common cause with Ethiopian liberal and radical opponents of the monarchy.

     The Front ambushed and killed General Teshome Irgetu, Commander of the Second Infantry Division of the Ethiopian Army, in a daring daylight raid on the Asmara-Keren highway last November 21.  The Army reportedly responded by burning several Muslim villages near Keren and killing an unknown number of civilians in reprisal. 

      On December 16 the Emperor declared a state of emergency throughout most of Eritrea, decreed martial law, and replaced his civilian governor, Ras Asrate, with a military man, Debebe Hailemariam.  By February things had calmed down sufficiently for the Emperor to pay without incident his annual two-week visit to Massawa and Asmara.

     Given Ethiopia's armed strength and its vital national interest in access to the sea, it is hard to imagine the ancient Empire--whether led by Haile Selassie or any conceivable successor regime-being unable to hold on to Eritrea. 

     Two thousand guerrillas, even with the sympathy of parts of the countryside (though the goal of an "Arab Eritrea" can speed few heartbeats among the 

Christian half of the population) and with sanctuary, weapons, and training from "fraternal Arab states" probably cannot pull it off. 

      What they can do is embarrass the Emperor, provoke harsh military measures that sow seeds for greater anti-government feeling, cause the Addis Ababa government to cozy up to Israel, - which now has a handful of "counterinsurgency" advisers in Asmara (a boon to ELF propagandists seeking further support from Arab governments), and hope that time, in a very long view, is on their side.

     John Franklin Campbell was US consul in Asmara in 1967-69.  He is now managing editor of the new quarterly magazine, "Foreign Policy" while on a leave of absence from the Foreign Service.
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Escalation anticipated 
Eritreans now expecting arrival of heavy arms

Eritrean guerrillas, fighting a relentless battle for the liberation of their territory from Ethiopia, are now expecting the arrival of heavy weapons to launch their final stage in the war to liberate the remaining nine cities in the territory, including its capital, -Asmara.


With the exception of a number of spectacular actions in Asmara in the past three years, the guerrillas have confined their activities to the countryside, now reported, to be almost under their control, and have been avoiding city battles which could have lured them into traps. 


The decision to launch the battle for the cities coincided with a number of developments in Eritrea, Ethiopia, Sudan and Somalia and more understanding and support by a number of Arab countries.


In Eritrea, concerted efforts were reported under way to unite the three guerrilla groups, the Eritrean Liberation Front - Popular liberation forces (ELF-PLF), the ELF-Revolutionary Council (ELF-RC) and a splinter group from the ELF-PLF called the Eritrean People's Liberation Forces (EPLF).


A conference bringing the three groups together is expected to take place in Khartoum shortly, Osman Saleh Sebi, the ELF-PLF spokesman said .Sebi, who toured a number of Arab countries last year, added that Sudan, Iraq, and Somalia had promised to throw their weight behind efforts to unify the three groups.


At the same time, the three groups, united in the military field but differing outside Eritrea, have succeeded separately in establishing closest "co-operation and co-ordination" with Sudan and Somalia, who have problems with Ethiopia.


Informed sources said the political and military effects of co-ordination between Eritrea and Sudan, which has more than 150,000 Eritrean refugees, had been clearly felt in the past few months, leading to strained Ethiopian-Sudanese relations.


The Sudanese move was precipitated by the support accorded by Ethiopian military rulers to anti-Nimairi elements in Ethiopia and the creation of several camps both inside Ethiopia and on the joint borders to train these elements, mostly Sudanese followers of the Ansar sect.


In the opinion of Sebi, increasing tension between Ethiopia on the one hand and Sudan and Somalia on the other could lead to hostilities. Another reason for this, he added, was the determination of the Somalis to liberate their territories still under Ethiopian occupation. He added that savage fighting was taking place in the Ogaden area. This could not be confirmed, however.


Ethiopia itself is plagued by several secessionist moves and the Eritreans are making use of this, co-operating with Ethiopian opposition forces. Foremost of these opposition groups engaged in actual rebellion against the Addis Ababa regime are the Ethiopian Democratic Union (EDU) led by Generals Nega and Iyasu, the Ethiopian People's Liberation Party, the Liberation Front of Oromo, the Liberation Front of Tigrei and the Liberation Front of Afars.


EDU in particular is engaged in fighting against the Ethiopian regime's forces near the Sudanese borders, and many Ethiopian garrisons, especially in Homera and Metemma, have either joined General Negga or deserted to Sudan and surrendered to the Sudanese authorities.


Iraq, says Sebi, ha s provided the Eritreans with strong military aid, the United Arab Emirates have provided financial help and other forms of aid from other Arab countries have been promised.


"We expect the arrival of relatively heavy weapons to enable the Eritrean Liberation Front to complete the final stage of liberating the remaining nine cities still in the hands of Ethiopian forces," Sebi said. He declined to reveal from whence these heavy weapons would be coming. __ 

The first stage encounter between Ethiopian and Eritrean forces in the fight to liberate the cities is expected to be on the Assab-Addis Ababa road to cut the Red Sea route by which Ethiopia gets military supplies."

Increasing Arab support to Eritrean forces, especially from Sudan and Somalia, reflects an ever growing concern over reported Israeli activities from Ethiopian territories.

The latest reported activity involved the violation of North Yemen airspace over the Bab al-Mandeb area at the entrance of the Red Sea by Israeli planes said to have taken off from Ethiopia bases.


This concern was reflected in a number of recent developments including the Egyptian-Sudanese defence pact signed in July 1976 and an Egyptian warning last January that any aggression against Sudan was aggression against Egypt.

This was followed by co-ordination between Sudan, Egypt and Saudi Arabia and between Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Yemen. The reported Eritrean-Somali co-ordination was said to be another step I in the Arab Red Sea strategy.
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