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            EDITORIAL NOTE

 To commemorate the 29th anniversary of the armed struggle, the EPLF Radio Service, (VOM), came out with an ingenious scheme. The plan involved conducting a radio-chat programme where listeners of VOM in Eritrea and abroad would field questions to the EPLF Secretary General, Issaias Afewerki, on issues of national interest.

  For obvious technical constraints, the interview could not be conducted live through a phone-in programme. VOM instead advertised the scheme and invited listeners to send their questions by mail before the closing date of August 15, 1990. The response was impressive; more than 1100 questions were asked - later squeezed to 540 by the editors of the programme because of repetition. These came from fighters and civilians, and the exiled communities abroad, especially from the Sudan and Saudi Arabia.  ....

              -----------------------

"Victory only a matter of months"

Q. Do we have blueprints for economic development on this eve of independence? Are we well-poised to use our natural resources (mineral, maritime) and considerable skilled manpower, including the professionals abroad? Can we avoid the pitfalls of economic crises in which many Third World countries find themselves? What are the constraints for minting our own national currency today? What are the general outlines of our economic development policy?

 EPLF Secretary General.

 Issaias Afewerki

A. There are lessons we can learn from the economic failures of the Third World. Many countries are grappling with intractable economic problems, even those which possess substantial resources, including oil. The problem is related to the overall political structure, to issues of management. In many cases, political power is abused to advance the personal wealth of those at the top at the expense of national interest. Corruption is rife, millions of dollars are embezzled and siphoned off. Big capital often extracts inordinate profits. There is a rampant brain drain because intolerant systems cannot accommodate educated and skilled manpower and consequently drive them abroad. There is a tendency to suppress local talent. For these reasons, many viable community projects fail.

We will have to avoid these malaises in tomorrow's Eritrea. The tasks of reconstruction and development will not be accomplished unless we avoid these pitfalls. For this, the political system must be healthy; free from corruption, nepotism and theft. The proper interaction and balance between foreign and private capital must be rigorously defined and regulated by law. We have to embark on intensive training programmes to upgrade local skills and increase on capacity to absorb and cope with advanced technology. At the same time, we have to avoid the trappings of capital-intensive enterprises in agriculture and manufacturing industry when better results can be produced on a small scale with local skill and resources. This is primarily a question of approach and releases local talent while providing greater employment opportunities.

 At a more general level, the laws governing state, foreign, and local private capital will shape the course of our development. It may not be possible to work out the complete formulas at this stage but even now we need to consider their broad outlines.

 Foreign capital will certainly play a big role in investment. But there must be proper mechanisms to regulate the transactions and harness it to the national interest. State capital can create obstacles to private and foreign capital unless it is kept within reasonable bounds. It must not be permitted to exceed its limits and strangle the economy. In short, our approach will be based on realism and a prudent evaluation of all these factors.

 The question of an independent currency is much more complicated and should not be seen as a question of national prestige. Especially at this stage when our right to self-determination has not been internationally acknowledged, the national currency we may coin will remain in internal and non-convertible currency. 
At the moment, the Ethiopian Birr, the Sudanese Pound, and to a lesser extent the Saudi Riyal are simultaneously used as optional currencies all over Eritrea. The US dollar is also used. These rather abnormal practices reflect our present state of transition. We still lack an independent state and economy. The currencies of the neighbouring countries which have an influence on our economy are thus in circulation though these are provisional solutions. For the moment, the notion of an independent, convertible currency cannot be addressed although a preliminary study for its eventual use is already underway.

Q. How far has the EPLF succeeded in alleviating economic hardships in the liberated areas, especially the cities? What services are being given? Workers in the cities have salaries, some receiving over 1000 Birr. Civilians with administrative jobs, medical doctors, midwives, in general all skilled personnel are paid for their jobs. At the same time, EPLF fighters and the militia are performing similar work and even sacrificing their lives without any remuneration for the national cause. How can we justify these discrepancies? And do we have the resources now to pay the salaries? 

A. We have to realize that the civilian population is far larger than EPLF members. And they run their businesses - commercial, agricultural and other activities - in a more or less normal fashion. Besides these people, there are those who are employed EPLF institutions. This is not different, in essence, from a civil service in an established state. On the other hand, EPLF members, who are volunteers, do not receive remuneration of any kind. 
There is no inconsistency in these two different regulations. Obviously we cannot extend the norms, discipline and obligations of a volunteer army to the population as a whole or to the employees of the Front. Moreover, monetary remuneration - the form of wages - is the normal method of reward for work rendered and conceivably be introduced even the Front at some stage.

Our capacity to pay wages at the moment is related to the revenues that can normally be collected. As matters stand now, the taxation system is neither rigorous nor widely implemented, reducing the potential income of the Front. These anomalies will have to be corrected eventually. Payment in kind, which may appear attractive under the present abnormal conditions, is in fact counter-productive as it limits personal choice. It also induces an extra burden on the Front to procure and purchase the necessary commodities. The absence of money further inculcates waste because people fail to appreciate the value and cost of the commodities. There are good reasons for introducing salaries in the Front even at this stage. This may appear controversial at first and raise ethical questions. The full commitment and sacrifice associated with a volunteer army obviously cannot be compensated or rewarded in financial terms. 
Such conceptual confusion would, of course, arise if matters were not put in proper perspective. But they indicate how difficult the transition may be. We have to realise that the salary would only be a mechanism for regulating work rendered within the framework of total commitment and for fixing the value of the commodities currently allotted. Consequently, it remains a standard norm to which we shall resort in due time, when we overcome the existing constraints.

Q. The prerequisites for a successful introduction of a multiparty system are: a developed economy, politically conscious citizens and the presence of parties which give priority to national interests over other narrow partisan gains. Do you think that these preconditions exist for the multi-party system which the EPLF says it intends to establish in Eritrea? Will the EPLF allow religious parties? How do you respond to the charge of those who allege that the EPLF will monopolize power in an independent Eritrea?

A. The EPLF has already underlined its commitment to create a multi-party system in Eritrea. This position stems from its strong belief that this is the only system that can guarantee national cohesion, development, peace and stability in Eritrea.

In a future Eritrea different interest groups will naturally seek to pursue their own interests. Their freedom to do this can only be secure when each individual's or group's basic political rights are guaranteed by law. Otherwise, if any individual, group or a section of the society is allowed to be above the law and to politically, economically or culturally dominate the others; there cannot be the peace and stability which will be a key to our progress. For these reason a one party system will neither enhance national security or stability nor accelerate economic development. In fact a one-party system could be a major threat to the very existence of our country.

 However, the practicalities of forming a multi-party system need to take into account the specifics of our situation. To start with, it has to be accepted that at present our armed struggle for national liberation overrides any political panpipes that do not contribute to strengthening the objective of the current phase. In practice, there cannot be basic rights while we are under occupation. At present, therefore, the Eritrean people's priority ought to be strengthening the armed struggle to achieve our national liberation.

The EPLF sees its mandate as being limited to the time when independence is achieved. It might also perhaps be charged with provisional responsibilities to run the country until such time as a genuine multi-party system is established. As to what will happen to the EPLF after that, nobody can answer. In my opinion it can only be addressed when we reach that stage. In general, even though each member might have his/her opinion or principles, it would not be right to seek to impose them on others. At this stage there is no conclusive idea on the nature of the multiparty system that would develop in the future.

The existing organizations are not the microcosm of the future parties; they do not necessarily reflect the spectrum of political parties that may develop in an independent Eritrea. The EPLF itself, let alone these ephemeral groupings, has not assumed this undertaking.

A controversial point often raised in relation to political pluralism is whether the model is sustainable in Third World countries, with their heterogeneous societies and in the absence of the industrial and political developments of the West. There is an element of truth in this concern although it is sometimes deliberately overemphasized in order to curb democratisation. 
Of course, if there are internal or external forces that seek to foment tribal and ethnic differences and if the political parties become the flagships for these tendencies, the result will be debilitating instability and civil strife. The casualty in this case will not only be pluralism as a model but democracy itself. There is thus a necessity for consistent political work to enlighten the public to these dangers.

In the case of Eritrea, a prerequisite for a healthy pluralist system is to stipulate by law that eligible political parties must safeguard national unity and interest. Religious parties in Eritrea would, sooner or later, spark civil strife and hence jeopardize national unity. So while the freedom of faith must be respected and religious institutions enabled to proselytise without restrictions of any kind, there must be a ban on religious political parties. The same rule should apply to regional and ethnic movements. These issues must be sorted out, the provisions and restrictions defined unambiguously by law, before embarking on pluralism. An ethnic or religious group which constitutes a majority may want to form a political party to assert its dominance. 
At the other end of the scale, a minority group may exploit legitimate grievances, induced by uneven development and denial of opportunities in the past, as a basis for forming a separate political party. However these are matters that require the equality, in real terms, of all citizens before the law. They should not be the preserve of a specific religion or ethnic group. Political parties should represent different premises and alternative programmes for national political, economic and social development. This is the political climate underpinning a stable and healthy pluralist system.

In the case of Eritrea, there are other factors that must be borne in mind. Small as it is, Eritrea remains a heterogeneous society with diverse linguistic and religious constituencies. The administrative system envisaged must therefore be highly decentralized with the different regions, delineated on geographical and other criteria, enjoying scope to develop specific institutions that correspond to their cultural particularities. The actual form this takes may vary. But the degree of devolution to the constituent parts needs to be quite high- Political pluralism should take this into account. The whole concept requires careful analysis.

 Will the EPLF become intolerant?

True, the EPLF has paid heavy sacrifices, carried the burden of struggle alone, and surmounted many obstacles. This reality perhaps causes uneasiness in some quarters although the EPLF does not aspire to monopolize power. Primarily though, it is the elements who thrive on fomenting religious and regional differences and see the EPLF as an obstacle to their practices who sow this kind of disinformation. There are also external forces who believe that their interests would be threatened if the EPLF were to be the dominant power in an independent Eritrea. We know these forces. Their concern does not emanate from a wish for the welfare of the Eritrean people. They are hostile to the EPLF, not because they imagine that it would install a Pol Pot style of government - they know the EPLF - but because they realize that its independent policy would not allow them to use Eritrea as an extension of their strategic interests.

 None of this will detract the EPLF from its commitment to political pluralism. The EPLF is perfectly aware of the limitations of its mandate. It has never entertained the illusion of monopolizing power in Eritrea.

Q. Why is referendum necessary when the Eritrean people have already affirmed their aspiration for independence through the armed struggle? What does the EPLF mean when it says "The EPLF struggles for the rights of the Eritrean people but does not pose as their substitute"? Has there been any response to the EPLF's call for the UN to organize a referendum in Eritrea?

 A. We Eritreans know that our cause is just. We are also aware that our demand is for a universal right, applicable to every people in the world. However, we were denied this right and to achieve it we had to resort to a long military and political struggle.

  The issue is a question of principle and international law. Our armed struggle is only a means to an end, not an end in itself. It was waged to enable the Eritrean people to exercise their right to self-determination. Even when we liberate our country we have to be recognized by the world community of nations. If the world community fails to accept us, the political question will not have been solved.

The political question will have been solved when the wishes of the Eritrean people have been ascertained through democratic procedures. There is no alternative to referendum. It is only because this right was denied to us that we resorted to arms. It is by exercising this right that we can achieve our national aspiration. 

  The overwhelming majority of Eritreans have demonstrated their desire for self-determination in practical terms through struggle and sacrifice. But the need to legitimise our aspirations in the eyes of the world cannot be ignored. If we simply use the fait accompli of force to achieve our ends, we will be betraying the real objective of our struggle.

  It is not a question of emotions, it is a matter of international law. To establish normal relations with other nations based on mutual respect, we must be accepted by the world community of nations. The Eritrean people can only achieve this status by confirming their wishes through a referendum.

  As to the response and the role of the UN again we have to put it in perspective. The UN is the appropriate body to deal with the case. But its positions, actions or inaction on particular issues is influenced by its member states, particularly the superpowers. The Eritreans are particularly aware of this because they were victims of the malign influence of the US in 1950. Since then, antagonism by one or other of the superpowers and their at times active propaganda against the Eritrean cause has influenced the UN and its member states to ignore our case. Successive Ethiopian regimes, with the access they have as a member of the UN, have raised spurious arguments and irrelevant precedents to discourage any expression of concern about the Eritrean question. Nevertheless the UN has from time to time expressed an interest in helping to settle the issue.

In any case, the world is now witnessing new developments with far reaching implications and within this different context, the superpowers themselves are changing their stance towards the Eritrean question. Compared to the 40s and 50s, the current US position is completely different. The fact that Presidents Bush and Gorbachev raised the issue in their recent summit is a clear indication that the Eritrean question is increasingly gaining reorganization and a sense of urgency at the international level. 
Moreover the fact that Ethiopia has finally accepted that the UN can participate as an observer in the peace talks removes another hurdle. These new changes represent a positive step in the right direction. 

   Given these new and generally positive developments, we can say with confidence, that we have reached a stage where a referendum will certainly be held under UN auspices in the not too distant future.

 Q. It is known that, in the first instance, the peace talks were discontinued due to the Dergue's refusal to accept the UN's participation as an observer. But when the Dergue later agreed to that proposal, and considering the subsequent critics in the media, why did the EPLF refuse to resume the talks?

A.  First, it has to be clear that the EPLF did not reject the resumption of talks. To unravel the apparent confusion, it is perhaps vital to clarify the sequence of events and the present state of the Carter sponsored talks. 

  The EPLF started the talks in good faith and with a genuine intention of solving the conflict peacefully. This always has been and remains the EPLF objective.  However, the Dergue did all it could to obstruct the talks in order to buy time in the hope of changing the balance of forces in its favor. 

When our proposal calling for UN participation came up at the Atlanta talks, the Dergue instantly rejected the proposal and staged a fierce campaign against the idea. Similarly, in the second round at Nairobi, after the other outstanding procedural issues had been resolved, largely due to our genuine cooperation, the Dergue still refused to accept the UN's participation. Later, it even threatened to withdraw its membership if the UN accepted the invitation. In this manner the first phase of the peace process reached a deadlock.

 Faced with this impasse and anxious to keep the peace process rolling we put out a declaration, on 8 May 1990, calling for the UN to organize a referendum in Eritrea. This was the proposal we were ready to put on the table had the Atlanta and Nairobi talks progressed to the level of substantive talks.

Later, new political and military developments emerged that threatened the Dergue's own survival and it finally accepted UN participation under mounting pressure from the international community. However, events had already moved on. As far as we are concerned, with the referendum proposal, the peace process is still underway albeit in a different form. 
We are now waiting for the Dergue's response to the proposal on the basis of which talks can resume. This position has been communicated to all concerned states and organizations. If and when the Dergue comes up with a counter proposal, we shall be in a position to talk about alternative courses of action.

Q. A segment of our society does not permit women to play a role in the struggle or have a dignified status in the community. Despite these hurdles Eritrean women have performed impressive feats in the past years. How do you see their role in the coming years? Have women assumed positions of responsibility in the EPLF?

A. I believe this is an issue long settled. Perhaps one of the hallmarks of our struggle is its achievement in raising the degree and level of women's participation that exceeds, in some areas, even those of men. The political campaign carried out and problems encountered cannot be described in detail here. 
But it would not be an exaggeration to state that we have long passed the stage where the role and status that women could assume was a controversial political issue Obviously, it is impossible to eradicate all inequalities and change attitudes in the society as a whole in a matter of 10-20 years. But so much has been achieved already thanks to the struggle of women themselves and the policies of the Front.

 Now, the yardstick of progress in the equality of the sexes is not the number or proportion of women in the Central Committee or Political Bureau. The traditional society maintained elaborate norms and values that restricted the role of women. We have succeeded in changing these attitudes, to a large extent, and ensured the equal participation of women in previously inaccessible fields. Women in the liberated areas - and especially the youth - have equal opportunities to education.

 We are not interested in token changes. The depth of social transformation - in relation to the status of women - must not be measured by the ability of a few women to assume high levels of authority. The job involves paving the way for the full participation of women in the society as a whole in all aspects of the struggle; their ability to assume the same functions as their male counterparts in the emerging and future Eritrea. Compared to the realities in our region and the experiences in other places, the opportunities open for women in Eritrea are unlimited. 
There may, of course, still be isolated cases where religious leaders or highly traditional communities attempt to curb the role of women on the basis of the scripts or communal law. Although rare, there have also been objections to the drafting of women. But these are the exceptions proving the rule. And on the whole we have handled these obstacles with caution and patience. At this stage, there is almost total consensus in the society as a whole. People recognise and have taken for granted the equality and growing role of women in a future Eritrea.

Q. What is the time-frame for independence?

A. I have been asked this question by journalists before and I have given a rough estimate based on the current situation. Precision on a matter of this kind is impossible. What is clear is that compared to the long struggle we have conducted - over a quarter of a century now - the road ahead is far shorter. 
But in this sensitive period, it is difficult to give an exact timetable and assert with full certainty that the task will be accomplished in one, two or three months. What I can say is that, even with all the uncertainties, it is now a matter of months. Even if something unpredictable happens, we are confident that we will be able to handle it. Our desire is to bring the suffering to an end soon. We have full confidence in our capacity to do so.

Q. Why is the EPLF taking so long to take Asmara? Isn't the delay giving a breathing space to the enemy? Isn't the EPLF giving a chance to foreign interference, which could impede our advance?

A. These questions demonstrate our people's deep concern and anxiety about the situation and it is positive that they are aired. Indeed, they reflect a deep sense of eagerness, optimism and hope for victory and peace. It should equally be understood that military campaigns have their own discipline and science. In order to ensure our victory, it is imperative that we make rigorous preparations before the final showdown.

 The enemy might be trying to acquire new and more equipment. It may also be that the Dergue is attempting to strengthen its defensive positions and to seek new military advisors. But in the last thirty years the enemy has never lacked superior arms.

To understand the present situation we also have to understand what the process of struggle has been up to now. All our victories were preceded by a period of meticulous preparation. The interlude may be a cause for anxiety. The foreign media are especially prone to cast doubts on our capacity to advance as they did for instance during the period between the destruction of the Nadew Command at Afabet and the capture of Massawa.

We reckon that at the moment there are no conceivable circumstances in which the enemy can change the prevailing balance of forces. Time is in our side while the enemy's manpower and economy is being progressively depleted, reducing its capacity to regain lost positions or resist our advance.

 After the fall of Massawa, the Dergue launched a series of desperate military operations to try and break through our defences. But all these operations failed and they have gradually disappeared while we have been able to take the military initiative. This process is irreversible now.

Q. Would the Dergue try to reconquer Eritrea once it is defeated and driven out? Mengistu has expressed this wish but would he have the capacity? Will we demand war reparations from Ethiopia and its direct allies? Access to the sea is an issue of utmost concern to Ethiopia. The EPLF has often hinted that this is a matter that can be amicably resolved between two neighbouring countries. What does this attitude involve? The EPLF supports the OLF, which is fighting for full independence for the Oromos. Does this not encourage the fragmentation of Ethiopia which the EPLF does not support?

A. It is rather obvious that the defeat of the Ethiopian army in Eritrea would entail the removal of the Dergue. Improbable as this is, if Mengistu survives the debacle however, he will clearly try to launch an invasion. The regime has, on several occasions, boasted about its ability to raise an army of 6 million to invade Eritrea even after 100 years or ten generations etc. Some external forces have also used these empty threats to get us to accept half-solutions. 
What these threats overlook is that if the Dergue or its successor declares war and invades Eritrea, then the Eritrean people will have no option but to respond in kind. The battle then would not be fought on Eritrean territory only. We will have the defensive right to strike inside the territory of the aggressor; this will bring about a fundamental change the character of the war. These are however hypothetical and improbable scenarios. In reality the course of events will be drastically different from this gloomy picture.

There is no particularly urgent need to address the issue of war reparations. There are however standard international norms and precedents. Ethiopia itself obtained war reparations from Italy after the Second World War. This will be a matter for a future Eritrean state and parliament; it is not a task that the EPLF has to grapple with at the moment.

Access to the sea has become an emotive subject especially for the Dergue, bent on exploiting the issue to gain support for their war. To this end they are spreading alarm, arguing that Ethiopia would be choked if the fate of Massawa also falls on Assab, etc. 
These are however diversions. What is really at stake is the long-term relationship between the Ethiopian and Eritrean peoples. This can be resolved by an independent Eritrean state coming into existence after a duly conducted referendum and a non-belligerent Ethiopia that recognizes this verdict. It is inappropriate and unnecessary to work out a detailed formula beforehand.

 But the EPLF does not intend to use the Eritrean ports as instrument to strangle Ethiopia or exacerbate its economic problems. Our vision transcends such issues to encompass wide-ranging and constructive cooperation between the two peoples. For this, though, the animosity created by colonialism must be healed. 
The destruction wrought and lives lost in the war are enormous. Almost every household in Eritrea has lost an immediate family member; has been affected by the dislocation and impoverishment caused by the war. These traumas and animosity cannot be washed away in a short period. But farsightedness and an attitude which recognizes that the welfare and security of both peoples rests on mutual co-operation and respect can contribute to a climate of harmony and friendship. 
Both sides have to recognize that they are neighbours; that neither side can benefit at the expense of the other. Mutually beneficial arrangements regulating cooperation in industry, agriculture, communications, and port facilities can be worked out once a genuine commitment to work for the common good prevails on both sides. 
The EPLF believes that the current climate of hostility and conflict in the region as a whole can be gradually overcome and replaced by a spirit of mutual respect and cooperation. The structures and framework for this can only be worked out over time. Seen in this context, the single issue of access to the sea becomes uncontroversial. 
If it appears intractable now, it is because the Dergue and those keen on prolonging the war are using it as a propaganda tool for their own purposes. But for the EPLF, it remains a simple matter which can be adequately resolved once the fundamental issues of the conflict are put to rest.
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