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THE WAR IN ERITREA
MENGISTU GOES FOR BROKE
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As tens of thousands of Ethiopian troops try to regain lost territory, the war in Eritrea has 
now reached its fiercest pitch for 17 years. Ethiopia has suffered serious defeats, but has also 
won some limited victories. Dan Connell has just returned from a week with the ELF on the Eritrean border. His report:

ETHIOPIAN SCORED its first breakthrough last month against Eritrean independence forces, while sustaining heavy losses in a series of major defeats in a campaign that is now being waged on at least seven different battlefronts. Ethiopian government forces overran the border defences of the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) in three places, but at a heavy cost. By the third week of the month the government had been completely blocked on all other fronts.


Now well into the largest military offensive in the 17-year Eritrean war, Ethiopia appears to be in deep trouble; but the build-up continues, and fighting is expected to intensify despite international efforts to bring about negotiations between the two sides.


Fresh from victories over Somali-backed forces in the contested Ogaden region, Ethiopia has already mobilized more than 150,000 troops and vast quantities of Russian-supplied heavy armour and artillery for the Eritrea campaign. Additional soldiers and armour continue to move into the area, and work is proceeding on two airfields which will be operational for Ethiopia's new Russian MiG fighter aircraft by September, when the heavy summer rains draw to a close. 

Diplomatic sources in Addis Ababa say that the beleagured government's mail push will come in September; but the past month has already seen some of the heaviest fighting of the war on multiple fronts along Eritrea's southern border and inside the territory itself. 


Cuba and the Soviet Union appear to be playing only a behind-the -scenes role in the offensive, but diplomats suggest that Ethiopia's ruling military Dergue may be trying to force their hand now to draw them into the expected intensification of the war in September. Late in June, division-size Ethiopian units began to roll out of bases in Ethiopia's Tigray province, south of Eritrea.


Early last month, government forces launched a series of attacks from within the besieged Eritrean capital of Asmara. Three anti-government movements the Eritrean People's Liberation Front (EPLF), the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) and the Tigray People's Liberation Front (TPLF) joined forces to block the Ethiopian advance. 


The EPLF and the ELF were successful on all fronts inside Eritrea, but by late in the month three mechanized Ethiopian columns were driving into areas held by the ELF in south-central and south western Eritrea. Meanwhile government assaults on EPLF positions around Asmara were smashed, with the EPLF gaining territory in the exchange.


Moving in sequence on five separate fronts, the Ethiopians tried to capture the south-western corner of Eritrea. The first large-scale movement of troops began in Tigray when 6,000 men occupied the strategic north-central town of Intechew and tried to push north toward the Eritrean border. This drive was stopped by EPLF units which crossed into Tigray from central Eritrea, according to an EPLF spokesman.


A spokesman for the TPLF says that TPLF guerrillas have also been active in fighting around Intechew, which has continued sporadically ever since.


Shortly after this, some 8,000 troops with 36 tanks crossed the Takazie river in the far west, in sight of the Sudan border, and attacked the Eritrean border town of Om Hajer. ELF sources say they were stopped here for several weeks but government reinforcements were brought up from Gondar province to swell this force to more than 20,000.


A woman member of the ELF who said she witnessed the battle described a daily bombardment by Ethiopian artillery and fighter aircraft on ELF positions there. She said the entire civilian population fled while Om Hajer became little more than a government military camp.In mid-July, the Ethiopian force appeared to have broken through ELF lines. 

They quickly advanced north to the village of Guluj which was leveled by continuous bombing raids, according to eye witnesses. From Guluj, this force continued north to threaten the ELF-held city of Tessenai as ELF fighters converged from bases throughout the western lowlands to put up last minute resistance. Thousands of Eritrean refugees began to move out of these areas into eastern Sudan as residents of Tessenei fled the city. 

One eyewitness said that people began leaving the city with whatever goods they could carry on Wednesday, July 19, fearing Ethiopian massacres of civilians should the city fall. An ELF leader conceded that Tessenei was in danger, but he added, ‘If they come into Tessenei we will just surround them and it will be like before’. Simultaneously, an estimated 10,000 to 12,000 Ethiopian troops were moving out of Ende-Selassie in west-central Tigray, supported by Russian-supplied tanks, armoured cars, 'Stalin organs' (multiple rocket launchers) and MiG aircraft, going north toward the Eritrean border. 

Following little used secondary dirt roads, they were reportedly halted by the TPLF until ELF units came to their assistance. Guerrilla spokesmen said that the advance was temporarily stopped at the village of Adi Daro, 25 km north of Ende-Selassie with heavy Ethiopian losses, but reinforcements arrived and the advance continued.


As Ethiopian forces were moving out of Om Hajer, this second force reached the Eritrean border at Shambuko, crossed the river there, reportedly losing two more tanks in the process, and began to thrust north toward the government's only remaining garrison in the western lowlands at Barentu.

The two parallel drives into south-western Eritrea threatened all the ELF's urban bases in the area and offered Ethiopia a strong morale boost in a war that has not seen a government victory in more than three years, but in overall strategic terms it is not likely to have a significant effect on the outcome of the present offensive.

The recapture of Tessenei and the reinforcement of Barentu would give the Ethiopians the opportunity to move on against the ELF-held city of Agordat and from there to threaten the EPLF in Keren, but EPLF leaders here express confidence that such a move would be easily blocked.


They point out that the western lowlands are rolling, flat plains which are not easy to defend, but the way to Keren is through more rugged mountainous terrain which is ideal for defensive warfare. ELF and TPLF spokesmen also point out that the troops advancing in the southwest are not able to keep their supply Lines open behind them, so the further they go, the more isolated and subject to ambush and defeat they become.


With the countryside here and in Tigray remaining in ELF and TPLF hands, the two fronts can utilize guerrilla tactics to force the Ethiopians onto the defensive in much the same way they did prior to 1977 when the lowland towns and cities first fell into ELF hands.


A much more serious threat, however, exists in the south central region where a third Ethiopian force has penetrated ELF defences. Early last month the largest force yet rolled out of the Tigray town of Aduwa, which serves as the Ethiopian government's Forward Command post for its 'Northern Front.' 

This force, according to ELF sources, was initially blocked by the ELF north of the Tigray village of Rama, close to the Mereb River which serves as the Eritrean border.The ELF claimed that ten tanks, one armoured car and one helicopter were destroyed or captured there with 413 Ethiopians killed. A lieutenant-colonel in charge of the operation was also reported wounded.

The ELF appeared to be doing extremely well in the fighting here, but after a continuous pounding their defences finally gave way, and the much expanded Ethiopian force drove north to capture the ELF-held town of Adi Ouala and go on to threaten Mendefera, 45 km into Eritrea and the largest city in ELF hands.


The capture of Mendefera would be a severe blow to the ELF while directly threatening EPLF positions hi the central highlands. Such a victory for Ethiopia would have only limited military consequences, but the political effects would be considerable.


In purely military terms, Mendefera is of value only as a staging area for further assaults on the central highlands where the maximum Eritrean strength lies. Control of the city would give the Ethiopians the option of either pressing on toward Asmara in an attempt to reopen the highway from the besieged Eritrean capital south to central Ethiopia or for attacking the EPLF-held city of Decamare to the north-east.

The successful completion of one or the other would be a strategic victory for Ethiopia, but EPLF spokesmen here say firmly that neither will happen.


An almost monthly series of attacks on EPLF positions around Asmara in both these directions beginning last September has been repeatedly defeated by the EPLF, and the EPLF spokesman predicts that efforts to do this from Mendefera would also meet the same fate.

The spokesman said the real test of the offensive would now come in the highlands, but he pointed out that heavy fighting has been taking place there throughout the current campaign. On the day after Ethiopia's first major assault against the ELF at Rama, Ethiopian forces tried to break out of Asmara with a feint toward Mendefera followed by a push to the south-east, but they were defeated by the EPLF in a day-long battle at the village of Adi Howusha, according to an EPLF spokesman. 

The EPLF claimed four tanks destroyed, one Russian T-54 tank captured intact, 300 Ethiopian soldiers killed and 500 wounded or captured in the battle.


Early on July 4, another Ethiopian force tried to break the Asmara siege on the north eastern side of the city. The EPLF's Khartoum spokesman described this engagement as the biggest yet in the month-long campaign. He said that EPLF forces held their positions and counterattacked the next day, overrunning the government's defence perimeter and advancing to within two or three kilometres of Asmara.


The spokesman said that the EPLF captured the villages of Embaderho, Beleza and Adi Nefas, taking control of Asmara's electric power station and the city's water supply. He said that 2,000 Ethiopians were killed in fierce fighting and large quantities of light and be weapons were taken.

In Political terms, the combination of ELF reverses with EPLF victories will accelerate the growing dominance of the EPLF within the divided Eritrean independence movement. In the short term, it will mean a military showdown between the EPLF and Ethiopia, but in the longer term, it will also mean a further shift for the Eritrean movement toward the independent Left programme of the EPLF as contrasted with the more Soviet-oriented direction of the ELF.


Although the two rival fronts formally agreed to establish unity beginning in April of this year, substantial differences in political line still separate them and will have to be resolved before complete unity is possible.


The EPLF's political programme is one of 'New Democracy' which stresses self-reliant economic and political development based upon a high level of organisation among Eritrea's workers and peasants, while the ELF is guided by the theory of 'Non-capitalist Development' which calls for concentrated economic development under the leadership of progressive elements of the middle classes and a close relationship with the Soviet Union and Eastern bloc countries.

ELF losses on the battlefield together with the effect of the continuing, though discrete, Soviet assistance to Ethiopia in the Eritrea campaign is apt to undercut the ELF's political position and hasten the resolution of the division of the Eritrean movement into one between the EPLF on the one hand and the right wing ELF-PLF, under Osman Saleh Sabbe, on the other hand. 

The small Sabbe 'third force' has been noticeably absent from the fighting in the current offensive, but it has also benefited from the ELF's problems. Pro-Sabbe elements inside the ELF have been accused of sabotaging the ELF's military operations in an effort to take over the front and consolidate its now weak position in the movement.

An actual mutiny occurred in June when two members of the ELF's Revolutionary Council tried to take over ELF positions in the Danakil region of Eritrea, but ELF leaders say the attempt failed. Since then a significant but undisclosed number of ELF leaders and fighters have gone over to the ELF-PLF.

The Sabbe force's substantial support by outside interests hostile to the leftist FPLF and ELF and its continued avoidance of combat in this the most serious military campaign against the Eritrean movement has caused some observers to liken it to Angola's FNLA which was a stalking horse for Western interests there.

Outside Eritrea, the ELF's Revolutionary Council Chairman, Ahmed Nassar, and EPLF General-Secretary, Ramadan Mohammed Nur, appeared together in Beirut to call for peace talks with Ethiopia, without preconditions, to settle the war. The Ethiopian immediate response was cold, with officials saying that so long as the two fronts refuse to compromise on independence, there was no basis for talks. There was no sign of compromise by the Eritreans on this point.

Meanwhile, international pressure was building up last month for Ethiopia to begin negotiations, with Libya calling for talks and Sudan's President Nimeiri again offering mediation.


The Eritrea question was raised during the OAU Summit in Khartoum for the first time in that organisation's 15 year history when President Nimeiri spoke to the assembled heads of state on the continuing problems between Ethiopia and Sudan. He called the war in Eritrea the 'root cause' of bad relations between the two countries.


Over Ethiopian protests that the Eritrea war is an internal Ethiopian problem President Nimeiri cited the 300,000 refugees now in Sudan, the proximity of the war to Sudan's borders and the large-scale backing of Ethiopia by outside powers as among the reasons for viewing the war as an international problem that threatens the peace and security of the region.

Within the OAU, delegates from many of the countries of the 'progressive' bloc, including Algeria, Mozambique, Malagasy, Tanzania and Angola - which have previously been friendly to Ethiopia's self-proclaimed 'socialist' military government - said privately that they opposed Ethiopia's unswerving reliance on force to settle the Eritrea issue and were pushing for a peaceful solution.

Tanzania's President Julius Nyerere and Mozambique's President Samora Machel flew directly to Addis Ababa for talks with Ethiopian leaders on this and other issues immediately following the end of the conference in Khartoum.


In Ethiopia, there were also signs that Dergue Chairman, Lt Col Mengistu Haile Mariam, was running into increasing political trouble over his war policies, and diplomats based in Addis Ababa said the Ethiopian economy is in danger of collapse.

Radio Revolutionary Ethiopia announced that there have been nine attempts on Mengistu's life so far this year, and a coup d'etat planned for the first of June was uncovered in May.


Following reports of Cuban and South Yemeni efforts to bring Negede Gobezi, vice-chairman of the suppressed Me'eson party, back to Addis to share power with the current military rulers, there are indications that the Russians are also considering a replacement for Mengistu who would favour regional autonomy for the various Ethiopian nationalities and for Eritrea, as well as a return to civilian rule under a leadership closer to the Soviet Union. Lt Col Mengistu is said to be moderating his stand toward the West in order to secure economic aid and consolidate his own position. He is also reported to have travelled to a number of military bases throughout Ethiopia and Eritrea in order to shore up his power base in the army against Russian moves to unseat him.


The Russian role in the Addis Ababa manoeuvring and in the Eritrea offensive is murky. A 
spokesman for the TPLF says that they have evidence from intercepted radio messages that Russian strategists are playing a low-profile role in directing the Eritrea campaign; but Eritrean spokesmen say they have no such information.

Diplomatic sources say that the Russians and the Cubans have refused to become directly involved in combat, but that they have agreed to a secondary roll in logistics and communications. Cuba forces are also reportedly garrisoning the major Ethiopian towns and cities in order to release Ethiopian troops for frontline duty.


A high level ELF delegation is reliably reported to have visited Moscow recently, to try to persuade Kremlin leaders to withdraw their support for Lt C, Mengistu and press for a peaceful settlement in Eritrea. They were reportedly told that while Russian support for Mengistu himself is waning, Russia leaders believe that there are progressive elements inside the Dergue who will continue to receive their backing.

Soviet leaders are said to see the current leadership as following a 'chauvinist trend', but they believe this can be reversed if the Me'eson party can be brought to power. With tentative plans in Ethiopia for the establishment of a formal political party and the declaration of a Democratic Republic of Ethiopia set for next month, observers saw the possibility of an intense power struggle in Add Ababa.

Neither Lt Col Mengistu nor the Eritreans have so far managed to get the Russians or the Cubans to get down off the fence and take a firm stand on the Eritrea question; but Lt Col Mengistu seems to be counting on them to join his side in the event of an Ethiopian defeat in the current campaign. A defeat which would place his regime in severe jeopardy as the Eritreans well know.

* * * * *

 
