Prelude to civil war in Ethiopia
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State of emergency in Eritrea

    This is the time of year when the Emperor of Ethiopia customarily descends from his mountain capital to watch the naval review in the Red Sea port of Massawa. But this year there must be many to advise against it. Eritrea is now under a state of emergency following the killing of General Teshome Ergetu, Commander of the Ethiopian 2nd Division, last November. The Emperor’s cousin, Ras Asrate Kassa has resigned the governor-generalship after seven years of striving for reconciliation. This month he was replaced by the Commander of the Ethiopian Ground Forces. 

     Since Teshome’s murder the tempo has accelerated. At one village within sight of Keren some 600 people were killed, including women and children. At another, over 100 were shot down in a mosque. Addis Abeba claims that things have improved since the emergency went into force.  But it has never denied these events, which are well authenticated. It says facing troops were fired on. The Eritreans claim these were simple reprisals. But whichever side is right, a point of no return has almost been reached in the history of Eritrea’s relationship with Ethiopia. The French have been accused of fighting another Vietnam in Chad; but Eritrea could one day deserve the title better. This war is 10 times that in Chad, and already involves two-thirds of the army.

   The Emperor has handled many risings in nearly 50 years in the throne. But this one is different: it is international. The Eritrean Liberation Front are strongly aided by the Arab world. Their guerrillas are trained by El Fatah. They are supplied and armed from Aden across the Red Sea. The maps in Damascus show Eritrea as a sovereign state. More arms come from China, which gives the movement a Maoist flavour. Its tactics are to conduct well-organized acts of sabotage: the blowing of bridges and roads. Raids are often based on high level intelligence as indicated by the ambushing of General Teshome. 

   Similar but less extremist encouragement comes from the other wing of the Eritrean Liberation Front across the Sudan border, where about 50,000 Eritreans have fled. Based in Kassala, they plan resistance from Addis and want a separate state; but they would prefer to take over one that has not been too badly damaged. 

   The Emperor faces a situation so novel that it must perplex him. The Arab alignment with Eritrea has assured him the active support of the Israelis, who are helping train his new para-commando force.  The powerful United States communications station at Asmara, the Eritrean capital, gives him the blessing of Washington. But for how long? An American serviceman has recently been killed travelling on duty on the road to Massawa. A new radio station, perhaps at Diego Garcia, could relieve the Americans of an embarrassing responsibility which ill conforms with the Nixon strategy of global disengagement. 

   Clearly, the situation invites Washington to be drawn into a second Vietnam – against an enemy as intelligent and well equipped – which it would not be eager to accept. The prospect of being caught in a anti-Arab posture is particularly unattractive, especially as President Nixon is striving to avoid the same thing at the other side of the Red Sea. 

   These developments are different from the campaigns the Emperor has fought in the past. As well as the international complications, Eritrea is a special case because of its history.  It was colonized by the Italians for 50 years, administered by Britain from 1941 to 1952, and linked in a loose federal relationship with Ethiopia for the next decade.  It claims a greater degree of sophistication than most of the country. Its people do not speak the common Ethiopian tongue, Amharic, but their own historic language, Tigrinya. As a result it is disturbing to see the Ethiopian army tackling Eritrea as if it was just one more unusually troublesome insurrection. 

   Perhaps one could hardly have hoped otherwise. The Galla troops of the south earned a reputation for indiscipline in the Congo which surprised other African armies. Recent reports suggest that their court-martial procedure is not what it should and there are indications of lack of supervision in the field.  Officers who are reluctant to leave the safety of the roads dispatch units over the mountains to deal with trouble, and do not ask too many questions later.  If half the reports are true, the Ethiopian army has learnt little from the Vietnam war. It suffers from poor intelligence, the result of alienating the local people. 

   There is evidence that several provincial governor-generals, who understand the reactions of the people they govern feel that these tactics are harming the government. The hardline policy comes from government ministers who are 700 miles from the scene of the approaching disaster. 

   The Emperor’s own position can only be guessed at. He is known to be an admirer of General Gowon for his success for reuniting Nigeria. He expects the same support from world opinion that Gowon had. Certainly his cause may be similar. But he could be more certain of world support if his army’s standard of humanity were closer to those enforced by Gowon. Meanwhile the situation is not beyond repair. Though his troops are detested, the Emperor himself still commands the support of the mass of the Eritrean people. 

                                                                                                                   Hugh Hanning

Trouble in Eritrea
The Times Wednesday March 10, 1971 page 15

From the Ambassador

Sir, 
In an article entitled “Prelude to Civil War in Ethiopia” (The Times, February 26) Mr, Hugh Hanning distinguishes the situation in Eritrea from other Ethiopian problems as being “different: it is international”. It is true inasmuch as the so called Eritrean Liberation Front is armed, trained and financed by other countries which claim that Eritrea is part of the Arab world. In reality, Eritrea forms an integral and major portion of the historic heartland of Ethiopian civilization and until the Italian colonization of the late nineteenth century had no separate existence as a political entity. 

   If there is unrest in Ethiopia’s northernmost province it has been brought about largely by a foreign-inspired terrorist movement supported by enemies of Ethiopia. They are sponsoring a campaign which includes assassination, banditry and a plane hijacking and their objective is the dismemberment of a sovereign state. For the trouble in Eritrea is not an insurrection or a civil war but a deliberate threat to Ethiopia’s unity posed from the outside. It is a threat which no country could ignore, and the Ethiopian Government has been forced to take firm steps to counter it. 

   But to imply, as Mr. Hanning appears to do, that much of the problem lies in the alleged severity of military reprisals is a disingenuous confusion of cause and effect. The army is only involved in Eritrea because of the activities of the E.L.F. insurgents, and as Mr. Hanning points out, the state of emergency was only imposed after the murder of General Teshome Ergehtu. To deal with these is not at root a question of “hardline” or conciliatory policies inside Eritrea, but one of persuading the E.L.F.’s allies outside Ethiopia to cease their support. 

   The fact is that despite the continuing stream of extravagant and scurrilous propaganda which pours out from some capitals on behalf of the Eritrean Liberation Front, it in no way represents the people of Eritrea as a whole. Rather it provides a platform and a weapon for a small number of dissident Eritreans who with the help of certain foreign governments are trying to disrupt the exercise of law and order against the wishes of the vast majority. 

Yours faithfully,

MENGESHA, Ambassador

Imperial Ethiopian Embassy,

17 Princes Gate, S.W. 7

March 9
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Letters to the Editor

ERITREA

From Sir Kennedy Trevaskis

Sir, In the Times of December 30 your diplomatic Correspondent refers to Eritrea in Ethiopia as a “Muslim province” which the Eritrean guerrillas are endeavouring to free from “an autocratic Christian government”. He is in error.

   The population of Eritrea is almost equally divided between Christians and Muslims. In 1952 the British Administration then governing the country estimated that there were 514,000 Muslims as against 510,000 Christians.

Yours faithfully,

KENNEDY TREVASKIS

Warnham, nr. Horsham,

Sussex

December 31.

Selassie’s secret siege of Asmara
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Asmara, Ethiopia, Feb 14

   Asmara, the small Italianate capital of the Eritrean province is being held by Ethiopia in state of siege, part military and part bureaucratic.  Movement by local people and foreigners into and out of the capital, from neighbouring ports and trading centres, is strictly controlled, and roads are guarded by police and troops.

Movement of goods is even more closely watched, for fear that supplies should fall into the hands of the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF).  The result is an atmosphere of mistrust and suspicion, though the ELF are officially regarded as merely a handful of "bandits making propaganda from foreign sanctuaries".

This description was given to me here by Lieutenant-General Debebe Haile Mariam, the Military Governor General appointed by Emperor Haile Selassie.

Any assessment of the Eritrean situation is coloured by the official Ethiopian policy of pretending in public that the problem scarcely exists and of keeping all mention of it from the national news media under total government control.

   It is clear that 20 years after a United Nations decision to federate Eritrea with Ethiopia, and 10 years after an Eritrean Parliamentary vote for full integration, a miniature war goes on, but   its dimensions cannot be determined.

    Informed observers say that the fighters are more and more sectarian Muslims opposing Christian influence and that within the Islamic grouping there is serious factionalism. It is not a territorial war, but the ELF rely on a lightning strike and the dramatic gesture to symbolize their   opposition-the victims in Asmara talk of "terrorism" and the backers in Damascus talk of “nationalism”. 

   The ELF have in the past come into Asmara or other towns to " execute " high Ethiopian officials, including a former military Commander, or Eritreans who actively support the central Government.

   The latest move, made early in January and attested to by numerous responsible informants, was to raid a customs warehouse in the heart of town, close to the Governor General's own residence, for a substantial quantity of arms.  Customs sources indicate that the haul included one or two machineguns, as well as rifles held for the preventive customs forces.

I raised this matter with General Debebe, his considered reply was: ' No raid of the kind has been committed in the customs office.  Certain members of the finance police have got away with obsolete weapons and old uniforms." He said that there were no cases where "bandits" have entered the town.

On the other hand, the state of emergency has brought controls that to and outsider seem to make sense only if the authorities fear that there is wide potential support, even in Asmara, for the ELF.  General Debebe asserted that the controls to "maintain law and order" would last only as long as was necessary.

   Last week I took the ordinary bus along the 70-mile road to Eritrea's port on the Red Sea at Massawa.  The bus, crowded with peasants and workers, was stopped every half hour or so by police or military, and there were five complete identity checks of all male passengers-women are apparently immune-and searches for arms of varying degrees of thoroughness.

The road, a main commercial route, was under intense surveillance. The Ethiopian Army garrison has troop transport, machine guns, armoured cars and wireless cars; and is earlier in the week the Emperor had been in Massawa for navy celebrations, the military hardware was fully in evidence.

It is possible to avoid the roadblocks on the Massawa road by flying between the port and the capital. However, airline passengers are even more rigorously searched for weapons and explosive, because of past ELF attacks on Ethiopian Airlines craft.

    General Debebe told me blandly that the situation in Eritrea was "as calm as it should be " The official optimism may be dangerous.  The issues that divide the community may not be particularly Eritrean. There are social problems in shortages of jobs that are found throughout the country.  It can be difficult for an Ethiopian to leave his country for work elsewhere, and beggary and prostitution are rife.

    There is some resentment from the Tigrinya-speaking people of Eritrea that the administration passes more and more firmly into the hands of Amharic-speaking people from the centre of the country.  The Amhara administrators are mostly Christian, whereas large parts of Eritrea follow Islam.

    The Army and police, which are nationally recruited, can even unintentionally make difficulties for the Eritrean people, though General Debebe said that the policy was to keep the security forces out of the ordinary life of the people and to use them for the protection of life and property and "to root out bandits."

Michael Wolfers

Africa Correspondent

(It is probably that time while the emperor was visiting that Amanuel Flansa, a fighter entered Asmera and successfully broke into and took arms from the arms warehouse. The next day, Ato Embaye Hadera, who the same day took medal from the emperor was next day killed in his village. This shook up the emperor who returned to Addis Abeba. Aida)
Ethiopian army pay revolt. 

The Times Wednesday February 27, 1974

Addis Ababa Feb. 26 – Dissident troops took over Asmara, the second largest city of Ethiopia, today to press demands for better pay and conditions. 

   In a broadcast the dissidents, of the Second Army Division, listed 25 demands, including pay, pensions, medical care and housing. –AP and Reuter. 

Rift between Ethiopian armed forces widens.

The Times, Saturday March 30, 1974 

Addis Ababa, March 29. – An open split in Ethiopia’s Armed forces left the country without effective air defences today as Emperor Haile Selassie’s foundering Government tried to cope with growing demands for land reform, higher wages and democratic changes. 

   According to sources close to the military, most Air Force officers withdrew from Ethiopia’s two major air bases at the northern city of Asmara and Debra Zebit, leaving them in the hands of rebel troops. 

   Some Ethiopian Air Force officers were reported to have served notice on the Government that “Ethiopia can consider itself without an Air Force” until the Government punishes Cabinet ministers and other officials accused of corruption.

   Army units which proclaimed their loyalty to the Emperor were conducting witch hunts for “traitors” in Asmara after the arrest of five Air Force officers accused of “plotting against the empire”.

   Meanwhile, loyal paratroopers still encircled the Debra Zebit air base, as they have done since last Monday, to prevent dissident Air Force other ranks from “acting against the interests and security of the nation”.

   The sources identified the five arrested men as Air Force captain and four non-commissioned officers from the Asmara air base. They were said to be accused of accepting money from Libya and distributing leaflets calling for the overthrow of Emperor Haile Selassie. 

   Eritrean guerrillas are reported to have captured three Americans and two Canadians exploring for oil.

   They were in a helicopter which was forced down by a severe storm on Tuesday about 45 miles north west of Massawa. – AP and Agence France Presse.

Guerrillas kill general in ambush.
THE TIMES November 23, 1970 p. 5

Addis Ababa. Nov. 22—Eritrean separatist guerrillas killed an Ethiopian Army general in an ambush yesterday.

   An official announcement today said General Teshome Erghetu was on an inspection tour of Eritrea when he was ambushed on the road from Asmara to Keren in the north-eastern corner of the country.

   A 60-year-old Swiss woman secretary, who was stabbed at the Addis Ababa office of the United Nations High commissioner for Refugees last Thursday, died in hospital today.

   The police are holding a Sudanese youth, who is alleged to have gone to the office to settle a personal grievance.

   Also wounded in the attack were Mr. Paul-Michel Moussali, the high Commissioner’s representative for Africa, an Ethiopian girl employee, and a police officer who is reported to have shot the Sudanese in the leg to disarm him.     —Agence France Presse. 

Eritrea’ persistent rebels
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From R.W. Apple

Asmara, Ethiopia. 

  “There is no work for many people” the slim young man said, tugging at his moustache. His hands betrayed his nervousness. “No work, but it is a crime to say there is no work. So we must fight to make our life here a little better.”

   The young man, a merchant, lives and works in Asmara, the capital of Eritrea, one of Ethiopia’s 14 provinces. In public, he is an ardent support of Emperor Haile Selassie. In private, he is a rebel—member of the Eritrean Liberation Front, which seeks independence, or at best some autonomy, for the 1,6000,000 people of Eritrea.

   The front has been waging a spasmodic guerrilla action against the central government since 1962 when Ethiopia abrogated Eritrea’s federal status. The insurgency seemed to be dying out a year ago, but since then increased aid from Arab countries has brought it new vigour. 

   Ethiopia is backward and poor. But Eritrea, with the exception of its industrially developed cities, is the poorest region of all. Asmara’s water reservoirs are so depleted that a typhoid epidemic is feared. 

   Osman Saleh Sabbe, the front’s secretary general, operates mostly outside the country. He often turns up in Damascus, where a large number of guerrillas have been trained (others have studied in China and in Cuba). 

   Ammunition and weapons, manufactured in east European countries and supplied by Syria and other friendly nations, come by camel from Sudan or by dhow up the Red Sea to the Eritrean coast. The rebels are said to maintain a staging area near Kassala, in Sudan, about 15 miles from the Ethiopian border. 

   As much as a third of Eritrea’s 47,000 square miles is considered a no-man’s land, where the front’s troops move unopposed. They finance their operations through “taxes” collected by stopping buses and lorries or by extorting payments from Italian plantation owners and businessmen. 

   The front, apparently fearful of losing its already lukewarm support in the populous areas, has refrained from widespread terrorism. –New York Times News Service. 

Security Arrests In Ethiopia.

THE TIMES, October 15, 1962 p. 8

From our correspondent

Addis Ababa, Oct. 14

   Twelve men, most of the believed to be Eritreans, have been arrested by Ethiopian security agents, on charges of being involved in a conspiracy against the security of the state. 

   It is understood that the men are being held on suspicion that they may have been involved in a grenade-throwing incident at Akordet, Eritrea, last July, in which Emperor Haile Selassie’s personal representative in Eritrea was injured and several people killed.

   The arrests follow the sentencing of three officials of the Ministry of the Interior to 15 years’ imprisonment last week after they had been found Guilty of selling confidential information to the first Secretary at the Somali Embassy in Addis Ababa.

                                            * * * * *
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