                                         Eritrean Liberation Front

                                         People's Liberation Forces

                                                 Foreign Mission

Memorandum to 12th Summit Conference of the Organization of African Unity held in Kampala, the capital of the Republic of Uganda, in July 1975.

Your Excellencies, heads and members of brotherly African delegations:

We salute you all in the name of the Eritrean people.  We hope that your conference will succeed in accomplishing the tasks placed on its agenda and earnestly contribute to upholding the OAU objectives and the struggle of the entire mankind for a better future.

                        Why Eritrea is deprived of OAU backing?

Your Excellencies: We speak to you today in the name of the three million Eritrean people who inhabit in an important tract of land in the northeast African coast.  Eritrea's land area is 120,000 square kilometres.  This people is part of you and belongs to Africa geographically and ethnically.

Since the foundation of the OAU in 1963, the Eritrean people have been demanding to place their cause on the agenda of the organisation and to consider the Eritrean question as one of Africa's burning issues.  But as is known to all, these attempts have culminated in vain.  We attribute this to the following concrete reasons:

1)
Ethiopia's moral pressure on the institutions of the organisation due to the existence of the OAU headquarters in Ethiopia's capital city - Addis Ababa.  To place our cause before the OAU would have appeared as a kind of embarrassment or condemnation to the host country;

2)
Ethiopia's exploitation of OAU standing orders especially those pertaining to the non-interference in the internal affairs of member states.  This has blocked the way before the Eritrean people's efforts to ask the African brothers to look into Eritrea's just cause;

3)
Ethiopia seeks to liken our national struggle for the sake of recapturing our usurped freedom to the secessionist movements which plagued Africa at one time and which could have led to the disruption of the continent.  Thus Ethiopia has played on an ultra-sensitive string which moved the feelings of the Africans who are responsible for running the OAU business.

Your Excellencies:

We bring these justifications to your attention for they have contributed to veiling the realities of our struggle from Africa and the world.  And unfortunately these justifications led to serious consequences resulting of course from OAU's negligence and indifference to our ordeal.  Nobody took the matter seriously.  We can recapitulate these serious consequences in the following:

1)
The tragedy continued for 14 years in which all types of violence were used by Ethiopia against Eritrea.  Africa could have mediated between the two sides and could found out the reasons that led to the fighting.  The aggressive war which the ruthless Ethiopian army waged in Eritrea in 1967-68 led to death of 30,000 Eritrean nationals and an equal number of Ethiopians.  Moreover, 70,000 odd Eritrean citizens were forced to flee to the eastern parts of the Sudan.  In addition, the Ethiopian army of occupation had committed the crime of arson by setting 829 villages on fire and slaughtering their population en masse thereby treading upon the value of man.  Again in 1975 the Ethiopian army has marched on Eritrean towns and villages, began shooting people in the streets at random, broke into people's houses and slaughtered their occupants and committed depredations including robbing women of their ear-rings.  The world press and news agencies have testified to the shocking crimes and wholesale massacres which the Ethiopian army has committed against the Eritrean people in the course of 1975.

2)
The world became under the strong impression that the African institutions during the post independence years could not live up to their continental responsibilities and failed to find solutions to the outstanding problems between the African peoples.  This without the least doubt has reversed upon the stand taken towards the African issues in international forums especially in the United Nations Organization where the African issues are not taken as seriously as the case was at early 1960s when problems of colonialism and racial discrimination were being dealt with.

Your Excellencies: Many African Foreign Ministers are in favour of placing the Eritrean issue before the Organization of African Unity.  It is the duty of the African leaders not to allow African local conflicts to drag on and turn to sanguinary fight for this will jeopardise Africa and weaken its international status.  Problems must be solved by the Africans themselves. 

   But what is strange is that our complaint against Ethiopia cannot find its way to the OAU!  Our people who are subjected to Ethiopian aggression do not live in another planet but live in the nearest place to the OAU headquarters.  

    May we recall to your minds that no African summit conference was held without us submitting memorandums and making representations to it.   We did all that lies in our power since September 1965 when we handed our open letter to Mr. Diallo Telli, the then OAU Secretary General.  Following an appeal we sent to the Islamic Foreign Ministers' Conference held in Benghazi - Libya - in March 1973 and attended by a number of African Foreign Ministers namely Egypt, Guinea, Tunisia, Mauritania, Senegal, Mali, Chad, Niger, Libya, Sudan, Somalia and Algeria, the conference adopted a resolution (No7) with regard to the Eritrean issue. 

    The resolution reads: « The ordinary 4th Islamic states foreign ministers conference held in Benghazi - Libyan Arab Republic - from 24-26 March 1973, after taking into consideration the UNO resolution No (390) (A) (5) issued on 2/12/1950 which governs the federal relations between Eritrea and Ethiopia, and in conformity with its policy of supporting the peoples struggling for liberation and self-determination

1) Declares its unlimited sympathy with the Eritrean people and supports their just struggle to decide their own destiny and attain their full freedom;

  2)
Calls upon the organisation of African Unity to find a solution and remedy to the Eritrean question in the framework of African brotherhood with a view to arriving at a political solution to realize the aspirations of the Eritrean people, and safeguard the peace, stability and justice in the area;

3)
Calls on the member states to help the Eritrean people weather their current ordeal, and to approach and use their good offices with the Ethiopian government to find a just solution to this issue and

4)
The conference demands the Ethiopian government to stop fortwith its military operations against the peaceful Eritrean people... »

This resolution has been a positive step and it shows that a number of African states have recognized the Eritrean issue.  Likewise the resolution champions the national rights of the Eritrean people and the urgent need for raising the matter before the OAU. 

    But unfortunately the above-mentioned states which adopted the aforecited clear-cut decision did not live up to their pledge for they have abstained from bringing the matter before the 10th conference of the organisation held in Addis Ababa in May 1973.  At any rate, the Eritrean issue was raised before the conference by the delegation of the Libyan Arab Republic to which we entertain profound gratitude and profuse thanks.

Your Excellencies:

Allow us now to put before you the Eritrean question with its historic, legal and political dimensions which will confirm to you that the Eritrean revolution is not a secessionist movement; that the rights of the Eritrean people are contained in international documents passed by the UNO where the OAU constitutes the largest regional grouping and that the OAU is morally duty-bound to contribute to the implementation of the decisions of the world body especially those concerning Africa.

                                       Is ours a secessionist struggle?

As we have previously stated, perhaps the basic factor which obstructs the OAU from tackling Eritrea's problem is that the African states fear of setting precedence and opening the door in front of genuine secessionist movements in Africa or the continent's balkanization.  This can be attributed to the fact that the present-day borders were drawn in the 19th century by the European colonial countries to serve their commercial, political and cultural interests, and thus are not based on sound basis.

Some have likened the Eritrean question to Biafra and southern Sudan.  Alas this was the first blunder committed in dealing with our cause. It is needless to emphasize that the Ethiopian government did her utmost to deepen and dramatise this faulty concept by making use of her phony appearance as the champion of African unity.  We on our part and without being excessive would like to place before you the following facts about the legal nature of the Eritrean issue.

Eritrea has never been historically part of Ethiopia. And if it belongs to the old Axumite Empire which existed 300 years A.C., we would like to emphasize that the present Ethiopian empire is not an extension of the old Axumite empire so that it cannot claim to have a kind of historic relation with us.  The accomplished historic facts confirm that our country (Eritrea) had been an independent entity for at least 700 years before it fell under Italian occupation in 1885. 

    We are not claiming that there existed a central political authority that ruled the country in a unified manner but that Eritrea was directly ruled by its own native inhabitants.  Our country in its present getup is a product of 1 9th century as the case is with Ethiopia and elsewhere in Africa.  We can prove this by furnishing the following evidences:

a) The Europeans who first landed on the Eritrean soil at the beginning of 1500 mentioned that Eritrea was an independent state ruled by a president called (Bahri Nagashi) meaning (the Master of the sea) who was at loggerheads with Ethiopian kings.

b)
A Portuguese map dating back to the year 1600 clearly shows that the geographical borders of (Madri Bahri) that is (the land neighboring the sea) is an actual fact the borders of present-day Eritrea. The German scholar J. Ludholf described our country to be a federal republic.  The Scottish explorer J. Bruce had mentioned in the year 1770 that the borders between (Madri Bahri) i.e. Eritrea and Ethiopia were separated by Baliza river which is the same river along which run Eritrea's present-day borders with Ethiopia.

Ottoman Empire influence started in Eritrea in 1557 and continued until it was replaced by Egyptian administration in 1869.  Thereafter the country was occupied by Italy which ruled it until 1941 when fascism was defeated in the Second World War.

Besides the claims of rights in Eritrea, Ethiopia had played the role of an accomplice with European colonialist states against the Eritrean people and their national sovereignty.  An instance of this is Emperor (Menelik) - the Emperor of Shoa - who concluded a treaty of friendship and cooperation with the king of Italy in 1889. 

   The salient points of the said pact were that Ethiopia's emperor has recognized the Italian King's suzerainty over Eritrea since it was not part of Ethiopian kingdom.  This treaty ushered in a period of collaboration between the Shoan kings of Ethiopia and the European colonialist countries. Thus Ethiopia was invited to participate in the Berlin Conference in 1884-85 to partition Africa. This cooperation between Ethiopian kings and European colonialist countries is recorded in history. 

    But Ethiopia instead of repenting and asking for pardon ventured on perpetrating additional crimes against the African peoples. An example of this is Ethiopia's subjugation of the Eritrean people and large sectors of the Somali people. 

The events and episodes of the 19th and 20th centuries confirm that the role Ethiopia had played in the Horn of Africa had in fact served the interests of the European colonial countries in the region.

  We can now lay our hands on the sensitive place and spell out that the big imperialist countries and particularly the United States of America, serving their strategic interests in the Red Sea, had imposed on the Eritrean people to enter into a federal union with Ethiopia using as venue the General Assembly of the United Nations which adopted resolution No (390) (A) (5) on 2/12/1950. 

    However, Ethiopia had unilaterally repealed this resolution, occupied Eritrea by force and then annexed it in 1962.  In this connect on, you can refer to several memorandums issued by the Inquiry Commission sent by the UNO to Eritrea to ascertain the wishes of the inhabitants and whether the federal resolution was being respected and properly carried out or not.

                                   Federation culminates in occupation

Following the failure of the four big powers to reach a solution on the question of the former Italian colonies in Africa that is, Libya, Eritrea and Somalia, the issue was referred to the UNO in 1948.  The UNO in 1949 resolved that both Libya and Somalia be granted independence after a transitional period of 3 and 10 years respectively. 

    But the Eritrean question remained unsettled until the USA pushed the federal plan through the UNO which linked Eritrean in a federation with Ethiopia despite the opposition of the overwhelming majority of the Eritreans to this resolution.  When she drew this plan the United States had in mind her strategic interests in the Red Sea basin and safeguarding her special relations with Ethiopia. 

    The price of this transaction was that Ethiopia signed a pact of mutual defence with USA which granted the latter the right to establish a huge military base (Kagnew Station) in the capital of Eritrea soon after the federal union was put into practice and became operative in 1952.  The Soviet Union, the Socialist Bloc, Latin American states and some Asian and African countries stood beside the Eritrean people during the voting time in the UNO.  

   The Soviet delegate said that the federal plan was « a marriage against the wish of one of the two parties and that it was a marriage that does not permit divorce ». He added that « the Soviet Union admires the Ethiopian people for their resistance to the aggression of a colonialist state, and appreciates Ethiopia's right to have an outlet to the Red Sea.  But a state that seeks to enslave another state cannot be a free state.»

Despite the fact that the Federal Resolution was prejudicial and injurious to the rights of the Eritrean people, yet it contained an explicit recognition of Eritrea's distinctive character and distinguished entity.  Article l of the Federal Resolution stipulates that « Eritrea is an independent and autonomous unit linked with Ethiopia in a federal union.» The second article stipulates that « The Eritrean Government will have legislative, executive and judicial powers on Eritrea's internal affairs.»

   Though the Ethiopian Emperor approved of the Federal Resolution on 15/8/1952, and entered into an international pledge before the United Nations to uphold the federation yet he soon violated his pledge by making use of the loopholes and the weak points found in the formulation of the Federal Resolution. 

    His government has abolished the Federal Resolution, ignored the independent entity of Eritrea right from 15/9/1952 when the federation became operative until the day Ethiopia annexed Eritrea, i.e., 14/11/1962 after ten years of systematic infringement and encroachment on the legitimate rights of the Eritrean Government.  The long and the short of it is that the Ethiopian army had occupied the territory of Eritrea, and the Emperor has appointed a military governor for it with powers to rule by blood and iron.

     In the wake of the above-mentioned excesses done to us and after our yells and shoutings for help from the international organisation proved futile and of no avail, our people decided to intercept Ethiopia's determination to dominate Eritrea under the pretext that it is in dire an outlet to the Red Sea.  What crimes did our people commit so as to pay their independence and honour as a price for Ethiopia's subjective wishes? 

      What fault did the maritime nations commit to fall victim to land-locked nations who seek an outlet to the sea by means of aggression and expansion? We know of many land-locked African States such as Mali, Niger Central African Republic, Zambia and Uganda which did not behave like Ethiopia but which sufficed themselves by establishing good neighbourly relations with the naighbouring littoral states.

   Our Eritrean people have lived as neighbours with the Ethiopian people for thousands of years.  For this reason the positive relations that link us together could have been fruitful had not the Ethiopian government chosen a different course i.e. the domination of Eritrea and enslavement of its people.

     All the above-cited excesses have pushed our people to resort to an armed revolution proclaimed by the Eritrean Liberation Front in September 1st, 1961 when it became plain and obvious that Ethiopia made up its mind to annex our homeland.  Since then our revolutionary struggle has been forging ahead. The world knew of our struggle because numerous foreign news correspondents and photographers visited our bases in the liberated areas and shot sound-films and wrote reportages about our people's just cause.  This has embarrassed the Ethiopian authorities before the world public opinion.  

     Consequently, Ethiopia imposed news blackout against the facts regarding our struggle.  Ethiopia described us as agents instigated by the Arab countries which oppose her policies in the region. By branding our struggle as foreign instigated, Ethiopia aims at falsifying the established facts in order to hoodwink the world public opinion.  Our revolution is of Eritrean origin and from the outset was sustained, backed and protected by the local people and first and foremost by the peasantry.  Our revolution was launched in 1961 but did not receive any aid from any quarter before 1964.  So it built itself with means provided by the Eritrean people.

We have always sought to get foreign aid for we were not match to confront Ethiopia with its relatively enormous economic capacity and military power bolstered by imperialist patronage.  We have received backing from the Arabs because of the proximity of our country to the Arab world and due to historic and political links. We are really grateful to them for without their assistance, our small country with its scanty population would not have been able to resist and challenge a state backed by all the imperialist forces.

     Throughout the period of our struggle hitherto, we did not disregard the absolute need to acquaint our struggle with the peoples of Africa. We have approached many African countries and explained to their leaders and public figures the plight of our people. But unfortunately we did not find anyone to listen to us or give ear to us. We were stuck with wonder and a deep feeling of bitterness as a consequence to this negative treatment shown to us. 

Had the OAU shown even a little concern to the Eritrean issue at the opportune time, the blood of many of our people would have been spared. We cannot but take the OAU to task and blame it for being indifferent to the ordeal of the Eritrean people who are being slaughtered in the vicinity of the OAU headquarters.

                                     In the interest of whom is the war?

A war is not in the interest of anyone.  War does more harm than good but may benefit the party forced to fight it so as to safeguard its lawful rights.  Ethiopia which has made up its mind to expand and swallow others has now been caught in domestic problems and is being also ravaged by a severe famine.  Thus it is dwindling and deteriorating. 

     The Eritrean struggle against the Ethiopian domination is inseparable from the current predicament in which the empire is entangled headlong.  It is inevitable for the Ethiopian people to starve and famish so long their government dessipates 1/3 of the country's overall budget in the war against the Eritrean people and maintains military concentrations to confront the Somali Republic.

   Following the events of 1975 in Ethiopia which ended up in the sack and overthrow of emperor Haile Selassie in the aftermath of numerous popular risings and the subsequent military take-over, we were hoping that the new regime will open a new page of good relations with the Eritrean people.  But unfortunately the militarists came along with the same slogans of Haile Selassie and have taken intransigent stand towards Eritrea.  

   The new regime in Addis Ababa, instead of looking for a solution to the Eritrean question by peaceful means, began working out military plans to wage a large-scale offensive on the Eritrean countryside in an attempt to do away with the Eritrean revolution and its sources of supply.  To carry out this policy into effect, the military regime of Ethiopia has despatched great numbers of troops and weapons to reinforce the Ethiopian troops which have been occupying Eritrea since the reign of Haile Selassie.

The Eritrean Liberation Front has called on the people and the new government of Ethiopia to start dialogue and to refrain from waging a new aggression against our people for that will only raise the casualties of both sides without leading to a solution to the basic problem.  However, the military regime has turned a deaf ear to this call and instead heeded and listened to the voice of her arrogance and aggressive conceit. 

    Thus, the regime started its offensive in the middle of February 1975 and committed more brutal and more monstrous crimes in Eritrea in the course of this onslaught, the Ethiopian war planes destroyed 56 villages whose average population is 5000 persons each.  The Ethiopian infantry has perpetrated three massacres in three Eritrean towns namely, Um Hajer, Agordat and Hargigo.  This aggression resulted in the displacement of 500,000 persons of whom 40,000 took refuge in the Sudan.  The rest are languishing in the deserts and forests of Eritrea after they have lost their homes, properties and livestock.

The real problem of the Ethiopian regime is that it is day-dreaming of expanding at the expense of its neighbours thereby serving the interests of forces beyond the seas.  But this has brought disaster to the regime and it is paying the price of its covetousness.

Ethiopia has entered into secret treaties with two colonial countries viz Italy and Britain in 1908 by virtue of which the Somali territory was partitioned by the contracting parties.  However, what is more astonishing is that Ethiopia still insists on the legality of the said treaty which she concluded with foreign powers, and refuses up to now to recognize the right of the Somali people to unification, and declines to return the lands she grabbed from them.  Again Ethiopia had played the same foul game with Italy against Eritrea.  It is a wonder how such a country can be considered as an African state!

Ethiopia's stand against the African peoples

Ethiopia's past and present stances and actions do not conform to her allegations of being loyal to Africa and champion of African cause.  Besides the crimes she committed against the Eritrean and Somali peoples, we know that Ethiopia stood firmly against and took virulent hostile stand with regard to all African and world liberation movements at the outset of the sixties.

For an instance, during the patriotic movement (Mao Mao) which broke out in Kenya in 1951, the Ethiopian authorities used to hand freedom fighters to the British colonial authorities in Kenya.  Ethiopia dispatched troops to fight beside the American imperialist troops against the Korean people.  In 1961-62, the Ethiopian troops sent to Congo have helped in serving and furthering the American interests as was demonstrated in the report issued by the Foreign Relations Committee of the American Congress in December in 1970.

Your Excellencies:

With the intention of continuing the colonisation of Eritrea, Ethiopia invited America to build military bases and permitted the presence of American and Israeli troops in Eritrea.  Likewise, Ethiopia has dragged the United States of America to involve itself in the war raging in Eritrea.  This was confirmed by the confessions of the inquiry commission of the American Congress published in 1970.

Having provided you with all the facts, we shall not expect from, you hereafter to be indifferent to our ordeal.  Scores of people die every day in Eritrea without justification as a result of Ethiopia's coercion and persecution.  Ethiopia is an accused party and not a neutral party.  So what she says about Eritrea is a mere fabrication and figment.  The Eritrean question is not an internal affair of Ethiopia.  It is a matter in which the world body has passed its judgment.  But since it is basically an African affair, it is up to the OAU to make it or mar it.

                                  Eritrean people's demands from the OAU

In the light of the afore-mentioned facts, we earnestly hope the 1lth Summit Conference of the OAU will this time look into the appeal of the Eritrean people.  All the sectors of the Eritrean people who are composed of Christians and Muslims solicit the help of the OAU to take them out of the impasse in which they are engulfed.  In this connection, it is pertinent to mention the fact that the Eritrean People are composed of Muslims and Christians disproves the Ethiopian allegations to the effect that the Eritrean movement is a Muslim movement backed by the Arabs purely on religious basis.

Our demands from the OAU can be summed up in the following:

1)
That Eritrean issue be placed on the agenda of the OAU and that the memorandum addressed to your august conference be discussed.  In this connection, we are prepared to provide you with all the political, legal and historic documents which the conference might need should the issue is discussed;

2)
That an African fact-finding mission be formed to visit Eritrea to ascertain the authenticity of the contents of this memo and to meet the various sectors of our people and discuss with them the present-day situation in Eritrea;

3)
We call upon you to make overtures with the Ethiopian government to stop its aggressive war against our people immediately, and ask her to keep her troops in the barracks so that the inquiry commission - should one is sent - could be able to conduct its inquiries far from the Ethiopian army pressures on the population in the towns;

4)
On the basis of the findings of the inquiry commission, we call upon you to recognize the Eritrean Liberation Front as the legitimate and the sole representative of the Eritrean people, offer it all possible assistance, and accept it as one of the African liberation movements recognized by the African Liberation Committee;

5)
To call upon the United Nations Organization to intervene forthwith in the Eritrean question in accordance with para (201) of the final report of the UNO envoy to Eritrea carrying No. 2188 of 17/10/1952 and submitted to the General Assembly in its seventh ordinary session which stipulates that « Neither the Ethiopian nor the Eritrean party is permitted to abolish or amend the Federal Resolution being as it is an international document without referring the matter to the UNO »;

6)
We appeal to you to tend all possible relief assistance to the 120,000 Eritrean refugees who are scattered in the eastern plains of the Sudan and who are facing slow death due to starvation and those others who have been made refugees in their homeland by the criminal doings of the Ethiopian government.

Your Excellencies:

Proceeding from our confidence in your sense of responsibility towards the African problems 

including first and foremost the Eritrean problem, we are hopeful that our appeal will meet response and sympathy on your part.

Our struggle is raging in a strategically vital area.  Our coasts overlook the strategic sea routes stretching south of Suez and the southern tip of our coast controls (Bab el-Mendab) which is an international commercial passage.

It is not in the interest of the African peoples nor the world at large to see the stability in this part of the world disrupted.  This is what we want to ward off by addressing this memo to your august conference.

It is more becoming for the African institutions to tackle the problems of the African continent.  So we hope the OAU will take the initiative with the regard to the problem in question.  In any case, please be rest assured that our people will fight until final victory is wrenched.

Be always and ever supporter and defender of peace based on justice.

THE FOREIGN MISSION

ERITREAN LIBERATION FRONT

PEOPLE'S LIBERATION FORCES

BEIRUT

2517/1975

                                             * * * * *

Othman Saleh Sabbe to "Al-Islah"
                                                Peoples do not die;

Undated, (ca late 70s)

Pages 1-7.

The Eritrean cause…  The cause of an Arab and Islamic people, a people who have struggled against the U.S., Russia, Israel and the missionaries for over 20 years now.  How concerned are the Moslems on this issue?  And what is the scale of sympathy and support?

With the exception of a few crumbs, there is virtually no support!

Al Islah contacted Othman Saleh Sabbe - a former teacher and leader of the ELF-PLF and conducted the following interview describing the history, strategic importance and the problems besetting Eritrea which was concluded with teacher Othman's assertion of  "l am optimistic about the future".

Q.
Eritrea has for many years constituted as the most volatile area in the Horn of Africa.  What is the historical cause of this acute crisis?

A.
For a complete picture of the ongoing struggle in Eritrea, we have to go back to its origins - to its historical origins.  And this is Eritrea's location - the fact that over 2/3 of the Red Sea coast belongs to Eritrea.  Consequently, all the countries who were striving to control the Red Sea had attempted to secure a foot-hold in this area. 

       Another cause for the prevailing acute crisis is the existence of an Islamic element in Eritrea.  As it is historically known, when the followers of the prophet Mohammed were driven to Abyssinia (Ethiopia), they had embarked down n the Eritrean Marsa "Mayer".  Besides, during the Ommaydes era, the Moslem conqueror had settled down at Adulis port, introducing Islam in the region.  Arab tribes had migrated to this region bringing with them this great religion.  It is obvious that all those who do not believe in Allah and his messenger (Mohammed) abhor to see Islamic elements inhabiting this particular region.

In the contemporary era, i.e. after 1941 when the Italians were defeated, the British Administration did consult the inhabitants on their wishes.  In the event the biggest party, the Rabita Al-lslamia Al-Eritrea Party was formed tinder the leadership of Sheik Ibrahim Sultan Ali.  The party stood For Eritrean independence. Ethiopia on its part forged a unionist party from the Christian elements.  When he Eritrean cause was brought to the UN along with that of Italy’s other former colonies, it was seen that there was no unanimity on the issue of the right to self-determination of the Eritrean people.  The Moslems were the majority then, constituting according to an Italian census, 63% of the population.  The party's demands were moreover backed by 75% of the population.  

 The big powers were, however, bent on subjecting Eritrea to Ethiopia and blatantly disregarded the wishes of the Eritrean people.  The U.S. strongly argued to put Eritrea under Ethiopia under the pretext of Ethiopia’s legitimate need of access to the sea.  And after three years of wranglings from 1947-1950, the American proposal emerged triumphant.  During those years, Ethiopia was infiltrating terrorists to Eritrea and committed numerous crimes, assassinating many.  

Said Abdulkader Mohammed Saleh Kebire was murdered in 1949 as he was preparing to leave for the United Nations heading an Eritrean delegation.  Tens of prominent leaders were also murdered in the conspiracy between the British Administration and Ethiopian bandits (mercenaries).

The beginning of the armed struggle

The armed struggle was initially launched an quite a small scale by Sheik Hamid Idris Awate, together with 15 others, who were armed with 9 antiquated Italian rifles and a 303 British gun.  Their faith was however strong.  On our part from abroad, were raising funds from Eritreans and sending them bullets and guns thus purchased. The Sudanese and Yemeni governments were confiscating the arms if and whenever they intercepted them and those reaching them were consequently very few. This prompted comrades in the field to pursue the policy of “our guns from our enemy”.

Fortunately, the area where the armed struggle erupted was the Western lowlands that borders with the Sudan.  The inhabitants of this region - such as the Beni Amer, Habab, Shekria and Rashaida - are ethnically related with the tribes across the border and could consequently travel to and from the Sudan without hindrance.  Moreover, the border itself is arbitrarily drawn by the Italians and British without consulting the people and is not natural.

Later, studies of the region began to be undertaken.  The reasons were that first the region was very extensive comprising about 2/3 of Eritrea, rich in cattle as well as flooded by rivers.  There were about 100 police camps and army garrisons in the whole area.  When the Mujahdeen started to attack and destroy these garrisons, one by one the Ethiopian regime evacuated from the remaining ones and the whole countryside came under the control of the front.  Under the circumstances, the front started to organize the residents of the region into village assemblies.  

This was around 1964.  Until that time, we had to purchase our arms.  Later, however, Syria, Iraq, and after many years, Libya too, began to give us arms.  Our primary source was, nonetheless, the enemy - the weapons captured from the enemy.

In 1967, the front began to expand in all parts of Eritrea forwarding the slogan of full independence.  The Haile Selassie regime was at the time an ally of the U.S. and the Americans had leased a big military camp in Asmara.  In collusion with the Israelis, they trained for them around 15,000 counter-insurgency troops, called commandos, most of whom were Christians.  

This force was subsequently spread out in the countryside to pacify the revolution and perpetrated untold crimes over the civilian population. They would routinely go into a village and raze it to the ground, massacring all its inhabitants.  They would stab children with their knives in front of their mothers and later kill them tortorously.  This campaign of suppression and terror was deliberately pursued in order to drive the population to abandon their homeland en masse. 

 The regime was in fact to succeed in its cruel designs and in early ‘67, close to 50,000 people fled to the Sudan.  The front was not strong enough at the time to curb the army’s penetration of the rural areas. It could only advise the people to stay dispersed and endeavour to stem the exodus.  The prevailing conditions, were, however, at times beyond its capacity and it could not control the events.

Scorched earth
When the communist regime of Mengistu seized power in 1974, it resorted to the wanton destruction and burning of the cities themselves. For instance, Um Hagar, Agordat, Keren, and even Asmara, the Port of Massawa and its environs. The troops would encircle the city at night and open fire on any moving object.  I recall what my parents used to recount to me about our city Hirgigo (near Massawa). 

 One night, the troops stealthly encircled it and began to shoot frantically. The people attempted to flee amid the crossfire and most managed to flee but in this night alone, 600 people were killed.  And no word was heard about this hideous massacre.  In Agordat, 250 civilians were massacred one time, students were garroted with piano wire in Asmara, many villages burned down.  These brutal acts drove the population to abandon their country and the number of refugees today exceeds 500,000.  This tragedy is moreover still continuing.

A struggle for survival
Moreover, the Ethiopians have since the past year begun to employ nerve gas.  This gas induces nervous breakdown, paralysis and death.  Civilian victims of this gas are estimated around 2500.  Thousands more have been forced to abandon their villages.  As it is difficult to protect them, fleeing is the only available option to minimize the human cost.  Cattle-grazing and fetching water have become night time jobs. 

 In brief, rural life has assumed a different form.  Even the animals are caught up in this horror.  The camels, cows and horses now recognize the sound of the jets from afar before the people do and gallop to the woods for cover.  Then the people know the impending air-raid.  The war has become protracted, for 22 years, destroyed agriculture and livestock and claimed over 150,000 martyrs so far.

What is the solution!
Q. Interrupting the brief interlude in which he has stopped to take his breath, we asked teacher Othman “What is the solution?” 

A. Solution, "What!"  We have become, as I stated earlier, victims of the conflicts between

the big powers.  The Americans backed Ethiopia (Abyssinia) against us as they have for long craved to control the coastal areas.  

Today the Russians are doing the same because of their designs in the Red Sea and have already installed a big military camp in the Dahlak islands - in the vicinity of the Port of Massawa.  These islands have high strategic importance, as any power controlling them controls the entire Red Sea and they are not far from the Arabian Peninsula.  So in the ongoing confrontations, it is the Russians who are pitted against us – both in terms of their weapons and experts.  There are about 4000 Russian soldiers in Ethiopia the majority of whom are posted in Eritrea. 

 Furthermore, there are 15,000 Cuban and 3,000 Yemeni soldiers.  All these contribute their respective parts in the war effort.  We can do nothing about this disconcerting reality.  Once we shot down an aircraft only to find out that it was South Yemeni.  We captured the pilot whose parents, it turned out, we knew.  His name is Shewiki Hassen Al-Taib and he was a major.  When cross-examined, he replied that he had been "forced" ... etc., and we had to release him.  He later joined his father in Saudi Arabia. Libya too extends massive support to Ethiopia.  So far it has given Ethiopia over 800 million dollars in financial assistance.  

This is the scale of the assistance being given to our enemy.  The real cause is the absence of faith in Allah.  If they were loyal to Allah, we would have been spared of this plight as we are a people living in the door-step of their holy places, such as Mecca.

The internal situation of the Eritrean revolution
Q. As it is known, there are many factions in Eritrea today waging the war against Ethiopia.  Which is the most prominent among these factions?  And what has come out of the unity efforts?

A.
The Eritrean revolution has faced numerous problems since 1961.  In the early period we

were sending young fighters for training abroad as we lacked military skill.

Those which used to assist us in this field were Iraq and Syria.  So we had fighters trained in these countries and some in China as well. 

 Sadly, the trainees returned with alien ideals and ideologies and there were regimes which instigated and encouraged them, just like what happened in the Palestinian revolution.  The outcome of this Arab and ideological complications was the dispersal of the revolution and the creation of various fronts.  This happened after 1970. 

 The youth started to join in the armed struggle in substantial numbers.  As Islamic and patriotic education is not given in the schools, they are suceptible to embrace the different ideas that have currency in the world.  So with the influx of the youth, especially from abroad who have come with their ideas too, coups and problems became endemic.  Today, there are at least three fronts.  One is our organisation - ELF (PLF).  The second organisation is the one carrying the same name - the ELF (Revolutionary Council) led by Abdella Idris.  Another is the EPLF led by Afewerki, whose members are mostly Christians, and which has a Marxist, leftist stance.

  The EPLF is strong militarily, but it does not enjoy much popular support.  Even the Christians do not embrace it because it believes in and implements Marxist slogans.  At times, it implements them in ways harmful to the poor; for instance, the confiscation - in the name of nationalization - of cattle even from those who own only one pair of oxen. 

 What would remain for these people?  There is another front, which is a Baathist faction loyal to Iraq.  They are not involved in the armed struggle but they exist as a group.  They are called "Revolutionary Committee" and are led by Abubekar Gimii.

Q.        How does this organisation spread its ideals among the people?
A.
The Islamic element in Eritrea does not differentiate between Islam and Arabism. So if one comes and claims to be an Arab Baathist, they do not consider that to be contradictory to Islam. (An Arab is tantamount to a Moslem).  The people are credulous enough to take in such simplistic pronouncements. However, the movement could not generate any momentum and secure a following among the masses. It is only individuals with a stake that are in it.

Q.      The EPLF… who gives it financial assistance as well as support?
A.       Half of' the Arab countries and now western churches have started to give it food, drugs, and medical assistance.

Q.
Irrespective of their leftist tendency?
A.      Irrespective of their leftist tendency.  Once we went to Italy and asked the Vatican to extend us humanitarian assistance.  We told them that people were perishing because of the war and drought in Eritrea and that we needed their help.  They replied that they had already given assistance to the EPLF.  

When we pointed out, explaining that there were various factions in Eritrea, that their assistance should not be restricted to one group as their concern was humanitarian, they all the same rejected our request advancing numerous pretexts. 

 Now, there are 29 church and humanitarian organisations whose operational field is humanitarian relief for refugees and famine victims.  We have 15,000 students. We have prepared an Arabic and Islamic curriculum for them.  The necessary books are being published under the sponsorship of Abdel Aziz University.

We asked these institutions to give us assistance if their real concern is humanitarian. As for the actual educational programme and curricula, we know that we ought to teach our children.  We have indeed our own system.  But they are interested in opening opulent Christian schools while our students are doomed to tattered "huts" that may crumble anyday by the winds and torrential rains.

We strove to procure assistance from the Islamic and Arab organizations, without any avail.  But missionaries come from Sweden - from their cold area to our hot country.  They travel around for 4-5 months and share in the harsh living conditions of the people.  At one instance, we asked the Islamic World Association (Rabatet Al-Alem Al-Islamia) to send a delegate to the field to observe the prevailing situation and assist us accordingly.  

Their delegate arrived in Khartoum but when asked to visit the refugee center - and this was not in Eritrea but (in Sudan) where transportation was not inconvenient - he declined insisting that he would be satisfied with our reports.  And he returned.

Q. So the relation that exists between the humanitarian organisations and the church

 missions is rather obvious?
A. Yes, without doubt.  They have the same aim.  They try to take children in big numbers

into their schools.  In contrast, we are unable to procure scholarship for 50 students in the Arab and Islamic world, while they manage to allocate posts for thousands.  A plane used to come from Germany to fly them. At one time, 6000 youth were thus taken.  And most, if not all, of those who were sponsoring them were Christians.

Our problem in the Arab and Islamic world is the weakness of our identity. Our weakness is not material but moral.  So although the justness of our cause is evident, nobody has so far raised it in the international forums – not even one country has raised its voice in cognizance of our plight. Consequently, our voice remains enfeebled.

We persist in struggle, but people perish in their thousands.  But this does not stem from our weakness.  We in Eritrea are strong, but we need political support, we lack supporters.  This is the problem.  The material assistance too is marginal, except for the financial support we get from the Emirates.  

The latter is important especially when seen in contrast with the assistance of other Arab countries and if they so wish, they can obviously support us better.  We attempted to conduct a fund-raising campaign in this region.  We succeeded in Bahrein only - ironically, in the poorest country in the Emirates.  

A fund-raising campaign was undertaken in that country last year by the government itself.  Close to 1 million dollars was subsequently collected which was shared among our organisation, the Palestinians and Afghanistan.

The problem is not our cause only.  All Arab and Islamic causes are beset by the same kind of problem.  The issue is the lack (of a body) that could take these problems as its concern.

O.    Let us come back to the internal situation of the Eritrean revolution ... what are the recent developments concerning the efforts for agreement and unity?
A.    Irrespective of the discord that exists between the fronts, we raise slogans for co

ordination and in the last days, a very useful agreement has been made. We are progressing towards its implementation. 

 At least, all the parties to this agreement are Islamic fronts.  With the EPLF, negotiation efforts are underway, though we may not be in accord with them as our respective objectives and politics are distinct.  The issue is ultimately to focus on Eritrean nationalism and this is what is paramount today. 

 At least, let the country be liberated and the people themselves would form the various parties they desire in an independent and liberated nation.  This is the aspiration of the overwhelming majority of' the people abroad. Especially abroad because they are facing serious problems of passports and residence permits.  

For instance, just a few days ago, some families, totalling 85 people in all, arrived in a Saudi island in a boat, of course without any passports.  Obviously, the Saudi government will resort to official procedures in dealing with them.  But where from can these people obtain passports or other official documents of identity.  They have detained them, but to what end?  We requested the Saudi government to extend them refugee status but they refuse. 

 They intend to deport them but if they do so, Abyssinia (Ethiopia) will execute them. We frequently encounter such problems, and the people are leaving their homeland in this manner.  We request from the Arab and Islamic world more concern as we are an integral part of this region. 4 million Eritreans are today being relegated to refugee life and on the brink of extinction.

Q. What kind of a programme is likely to be acceptable to all the Eritrean factions?

A. The programme embarked upon is a nationalist one - and does not entail division.  We

demand of the parties espousing ideologies to refrain from this course.  True, this is tenuous as they can continue to pursue them while making concessions themselves. 

Our primary pre-occupation is to properly up-bring the new generation in the field.  Our conflict with the EPLF revolves around this issue.  They attempt to indoctrinate the children under their influence. We on our part endeavour to bring up the children in Islamic and Arab culture.  So our main struggle is against Ethiopia and the EPLF.

Q. But does not this approach risk to put the Eritrean cause in the same predicament as the Palestinian issue which was raising secular slogans, but later became entangled in inter-Arab rivalries and crushed?
A.
But how can we avert it!  We live in the heart of the Arab world, so wither can we go? This world imposes its negative influences on us. We are attempting to bring up a new generation that would be untrammeled by this reality. But this effort cannot be realized in one day or night.  We are heading towards this goal with our full capacities.

Q.      How is the relation between Israel and Ethiopia?
A.      The Abyssinians have not, in practice, severed their relation with Israel. And it remains basically as it was during Haile Selassie’s period though they do not have open diplomatic relations.  They maintain commercial airflights between the two countries. The director of the Ethiopian Airlines Company, for instance, visited Israel last December in which he reportedly said, "Our friend Begin does not need a visa to visit Ethiopia".  

True, the American Jews have played a determinant role in this matter.  There is an old Jewish community in Ethiopia that settled there over 2000 years ago, known as the "Falasha".  There is also a Jewish organization which is a member of the Agency for World Jewry.  The latter sent a delegate to Ethiopia last December who, after observing their (Falashas) conditions, made deals on their behalf with the regime.  

According to the agreement, the Israelis would supply Ethiopia with spare parts of U.S. weapons and Ethiopia would permit the Felashas to build synagogues and schools as well as not obstruct those who may wish to migrate to Israel.  On this basis, they provided them not only with spare parts but also with additional weapons that Israel had seized from the Palestinians in Lebanon.  There have been frequent exchanges of delegates between both countries since.

Ultimately, there is only one point that matters to Israel. Whether they proclaim communism ... communism with Russia (o.k.); or even one Arab Islamic country in the Red Sea, they focus on strategic considerations for long-term objectives.  But in the Islamic and Arab world, this farsightedness is non-existent.

Some Arab countries admonish us for not reconciling with Ethiopia.  How can we agree?  We find ourselves at loggerheads, there is nothing that can bind us together; they destroy us and if we acquiesce to them we will be "abyssinized".  And Islamic and Arab identity cannot be obliterated from this region.

Q.
Missionaries came to Africa by exploiting the bad living conditions of the Moslems.  To what extent have they succeeded in influencing Islam in Eritrea?
A.
In Eritrea, they have no influence whatsoever.  In East Africa, the missionaries came first to Eritrea starting in the 18th century.  However, they have not made any impact at all.  There is only one non-believing African tribe and, amongst it, they have only been able to convert about 5000 into the Christian religion and this after a century and a half!  So the majority of this tribe remain Moslems.  Thus, they have made no influence worth mentioning.

 What is surprising, however, is that these missionaries try to convert the Eritrean Christians into their own sects, and even though a small number, they have managed to convert some.  The Christians in Ethiopia are adherents of the Egyptian Coptic Church while the Italians are Catholics and Protestants and have their own churches.  

When Haile Selassie came to Eritrea in 1952, he told the missionaries to leave the Christians alone and concentrate on the Moslems.  We are not like other Africans.  Islam in Eritrea is very deep because it has come there with the beginning of Islam itself.

Q.
What is the extent of the practical assistance that the Eritrean revolution receives from the Islamic and Arab states?  And how does it compare with the amount needed?
A.
The assistance received, when compared with what is needed, is nothing.  When I calculate the assistance - arms, money, food, medicine and even cultural - received from the Arab countries during the past 22 years, I find it to be no more than 100 million dollars.  The Gulf States have given to certain non-believing African counties 500 million dollars each. 

 We are sorry, but these are the facts and the assistance is now smaller than before.  Saudi Arabia and Iraq used to support us in the past.  Iraq, preoccupied with its problems is not able to help us.  Libya used to contribute before it turned toward Ethiopia, but it has now completely withdrawn from the cause.

Syria used to provide arms; it did not give money.  At the present moment, there is no new assistance given.  Moreover, the assistance was provided to the other organizations, and not to us.  After this, who are the donors left?  The Gulf States which throw some crumbs and very little at that.  If all current Arab assistance to Eritrea is calculated, it is, in total, no more than 5 million dollars in a year; and even this is including food and medicine. 

 So, is this enough to sustain a country with an army of no less than 50,000 (for all factions) in addition to the refugees. For us, the main source of funds is what is contributed by our people, with all their poverty. Even the Eritrean in the refugee camp pays a full Sudanese pound as a monthly contribution.  Eritrean workers abroad pay 100 dirhams each per month.  Fund- raising 
committees also collect occasionally.  From all these sources, we raise part of our expenses.

Q.      After the rise of Islamic revolution in Iran, has there been contacts, assistance or co-ordination?
A.      No. Neither has any assistance been received.  There were attempts to meet with them.  But, being themselves preoccupied with their internal problems and wars, we have received no practical response.

Q.
Eritrea, Filippines, Palestine, Afghanistan ... We find these and others in our Islamic world bleeding and burning. How do you explain this phenomenon?  And what conclusion do you anticipate for the hard struggles?
A.      First of all, we cannot forget that there prevails a spirit of a general Islamic popular uprising. This has become a phenomenon that even the colonial regimes cannot postpone. Moreover, peoples do not die.    

 It is true that certain states (be they of the right or left) have not refrained from attempting to kill this spirit.  However, this spirit does not die, because it is linked not with the earth but with the heavens, with the faith of Allah ... with the Islamic faith.  These movements have been initiated by the peoples themselves in a spontaneous manner without an organizing body.  It is this that manifests that the nation is still full of life.  I am optimistic about the future.

When we say good-bye to Teacher Othman, shaking his hands firmly, our heart that has been made heavy by the misery and suffering of our Nation, has not rested, from praying for the victory and dignity of Islam and the Moslems.

                                                          * * * * *
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